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          THE WAITING ROOM

        

      

    

    
      Javier had been holding the same paper cup for forty minutes when Rafael noticed the water running down his wrist.

      The cup had split along the seam. Javier watched it leak onto his trousers without moving. On his shirt, just below the collar, a yellow sticker said ANDRÉS MENA’S FAMILY. One edge had folded over, catching a thread of dried blood.

      Rafael took the cup and put it inside another one.

      “You should tell them about your hand.”

      “I told them.”

      “The left one.”

      “They know which hand.”

      Across the waiting room, a woman was trying to persuade a little girl to eat the soft middle of a sandwich. A television above them showed a weather map with the sound off. Rafael had watched the same band of rain move toward the coast three times. He could not remember when he had last looked at the clock.

      Javier’s wife had called twice. Both times Javier had said they were waiting for an X-ray. Neither conversation had lasted long enough for Patricia to ask a second question.

      Rafael had offered his own phone when Javier’s battery warning appeared. Javier shook his head and turned down the brightness instead.

      “Do you have a charger?”

      “In the car.”

      “I can get it.”

      “Leave it.”

      A security guard stopped near their seats to ask whether anyone had lost a key. Javier looked up so quickly that the guard repeated the question to him. Rafael said no. The guard went on to the next row, holding a key with a small stuffed dog attached.

      Rafael checked the time. He had a contractor waiting at a building across town, a man who had already rescheduled once because the inspection had not been completed. He called to say he would be late. The contractor began explaining the cost of keeping two workers idle.

      “I’ll cover it,” Rafael said.

      “You said somebody would be there.”

      “I know. Put the hours on the invoice.”

      When he ended the call, Javier was looking at him.

      “You can go.”

      “No.”

      “I’m costing you money.”

      Rafael put the phone in his pocket. “He’ll find a way to charge me whether I go or not.”

      Javier rubbed his good thumb along the hospital band. The guard had reached the far end of the room and was showing the key to the woman with the little girl.

      “You could let me call her,” Rafael said.

      “She has the boy.”

      “I know.”

      “He’ll hear.”

      Above the inner doors, LAS PIEDRAS REGIONAL appeared in brushed metal letters. A nurse came through and called a name. Javier began to rise, although it was not his. His breath caught. He sat back carefully, one hand braced against the molded seat.

      Rafael had found him beside his car in the company lot, on the Texas side. The driver’s door was open. Javier had been standing with his forehead against its upper edge, apparently examining something inside. Even after Rafael touched his shoulder, he had said he was looking for his keys.

      The keys were in his hand.

      Now he was telling Rafael what he had told the nurse: two men, probably looking for cash. He had fallen. He could not be sure what happened after that.

      “Did they take your wallet?” Rafael asked.

      “No.”

      “Your phone?”

      Javier lifted his good hand. The phone was facedown on his thigh.

      “Then what did they take?”

      The little girl across the room began to cry. Her mother folded the sandwich back into its plastic bag.

      “Perhaps I surprised them.”

      Rafael looked at the blood beneath the yellow sticker. He had seen Javier leave a meeting to answer a call from school, mouthing an apology to Isabel while reaching for his jacket. The school had wanted somebody to bring Andrés clean clothes. Javier had returned with a bag of wet shorts and a fury he tried to hide while discussing rent receipts.

      “Where were you before the office?”

      “At home. This was yesterday.” Javier touched the sticker, as if discovering it. “They had a fundraiser at the school. I left the shirt in the car and put it on again this morning.”

      “What did he make?”

      “A water filter.”

      “Did it work?”

      “The water came out brown.”

      For a moment Javier smiled. Then the door opened again and a man in a pale blue company shirt came in, carrying Javier’s jacket.

      Rafael knew him from the Santa Lucía office. His name was Luis. He usually drove Elena to foundation events and waited beside the car while she spoke to people who said they would only keep her a minute.

      “Señor Salazar. Your aunt sent me.”

      “How did she know we were here?”

      “I was told to bring him home.” Luis held out the jacket. “Whenever they finish.”

      Javier did not take it.

      “We’re still waiting,” Rafael said.

      “I can wait.”

      Luis sat two seats away. He had the calm of somebody for whom waiting was part of his work. He laid the jacket across his knees and checked his phone.

      Javier leaned toward Rafael. The movement pulled at his ribs. He stopped and tried again.

      “Stay,” he said.

      “I’m not going anywhere.”

      Javier looked at the jacket.

      Rafael stood. “I’ll take him home.”

      Luis glanced up. “Your aunt sent me for him.”

      “I’ll tell her.”

      “It’s no trouble for me.”

      “Give me the jacket, please.”

      Luis got to his feet. He was older than Rafael, old enough to remember him being collected from school by other men in company shirts. For a second he held the jacket between them. Then he passed it over.

      Rafael waited until the outer doors closed behind him. Javier had shut his eyes.

      “She’ll be annoyed,” he said.

      “Then she can be annoyed with me.”

      A nurse called Javier’s name. This time he waited for Rafael to help him up.
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      When Rafael returned from the examination area, a man in dark green scrubs was standing at the vending machine, pressing the same button with increasing deliberation.

      “It’s not going to reconsider,” Rafael said.

      The man turned. His hair was flattened on one side. A white coat hung over his forearm, with a pen caught in the cuff.

      For a moment Rafael saw him on the steps of a yellow bus, holding a bucket of brushes and trying to count children who kept changing places.

      “Gabriel?”

      “Rafael Salazar.”

      Gabriel looked pleased before he looked surprised. Rafael had time to register that, and the fine creases at the corners of his eyes, before Gabriel stepped away from the machine.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Yes. I brought someone.”

      “Do you need help finding anybody?”

      “They’ve taken him through.”

      “Good.” Gabriel looked at the coat on his arm, found the trapped pen, and pushed it into a pocket. “I was going to introduce myself as a doctor, but you’ve probably worked that out.”

      “The disguise is convincing.”

      “I’m usually better at buying things.”

      “What did you want?”

      “Coffee.”

      Rafael examined the machine. “From that?”

      “It said coffee.”

      He remembered Gabriel’s voice now, the low roughness that had been there even at eighteen. That summer Gabriel had been in charge of supplies for the river project because somebody had mistaken being early for being responsible. By the second week, all the adults had begun asking him where things were.

      “You used to make the lunches,” Rafael said.

      “I handed them out. Somebody else made them.”

      “The cheese had corners that lifted off.”

      “It was a hot summer.”

      “And the boy who painted the heron.”

      Gabriel closed his eyes. “Don’t.”

      “He painted it on the bus.”

      “He said it was washable.”

      “You told him that was a quality of paint, not a defense.”

      “Did I?”

      Rafael nodded.

      Gabriel laughed, looking down. “I sound unbearable.”

      “You were carrying a bucket. It gave you authority.”

      A porter went between them with an empty wheelchair. They moved closer to the wall. Through the glass entrance Rafael could see Luis’s car turning out of the parking lot. He had waited longer than he should have needed to.

      “Do you still live here?” Gabriel asked.

      “Mostly on the other side. I work here too.”

      “I came back three years ago.”

      “I thought you were going to Chicago.”

      “I did go to Chicago.”

      “For good.”

      “So did I.”

      Gabriel rubbed his thumb along the edge of his badge. He seemed about to say something else, then looked toward the inner doors.

      “I should let you wait.”

      “You can sit.”

      Gabriel glanced at the nearest empty chairs. “If I sit, you may have to leave me here.”

      “How long have you been awake?”

      “Long enough to think that machine was a reasonable choice.”

      Rafael smiled. He wanted to ask about Chicago, about the years between the boy on the bus and the man with a pen mark on his wrist. A nurse came out carrying a clear bag of somebody’s clothes, and he turned before he could stop himself.

      Gabriel waited.

      “There was a coffee place,” Rafael said. “Near the old program office. You took us there when the bus wouldn’t start.”

      “You remember that?”

      “You paid.”

      “I remember that.”

      “What was it called?”

      Gabriel shook his head. “Now I won’t sleep.”

      “Give me your number. If I remember, I’ll spare you.”

      Gabriel took out his phone. He watched Rafael enter the number, then called it.

      “Get some sleep,” Rafael said.

      “That’s usually my line.”

      He went through the outer doors with his coat over his shoulder. Rafael stayed by the wall until the nurse called him back.

      Javier had a dressing above his ear and two fingers secured together. He wanted to know whether Luis was gone.

      “Yes,” Rafael said.

      “Did he say where he was taking me?”

      “Home.”

      Javier looked at him.

      “To Patricia,” Rafael added.

      “Right.”

      Outside, the heat had gathered beneath the covered entrance. Rafael brought the car around and helped Javier lower himself into the passenger seat. At the first turn, Javier reached for the handle above the window. Rafael slowed down.

      “Would you like me to come in?” he asked as they approached Javier’s street.

      “No.”

      “I could explain about the car.”

      “I’ll explain.”

      Patricia was already on the porch. She had a dish towel in her hand, twisted so tightly that Rafael could see the ridges it made around her fingers. Javier opened his door before Rafael had put the car in park.

      She came down the steps. “You said you fell.”

      Javier looked back into the car. “Thank you.”

      Rafael waited while Patricia took her husband’s arm. A boy appeared behind the screen door, barefoot, holding something made from a cut plastic bottle.
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      Isabel had moved into Rafael’s office while he was at the hospital.

      Her laptop occupied the place where he usually set his coffee. A folder lay open beside it. Celia Ríos was standing at the side of the desk with a printed schedule against her chest.

      “How is he?” Isabel asked.

      “Bruised. They sent him home.”

      “That’s something.”

      She turned a page in the folder. Rafael remained standing.

      “Why did you send Luis?”

      “Because I heard Javier was hurt and you were at the hospital. Sit down.”

      “From whom?”

      “Someone called the office. Should I have waited until you remembered to?”

      He had no answer that would not begin an argument in front of Celia. Isabel pushed the folder toward his side of the desk.

      “We need the guarantee before Thursday.”

      “I haven’t seen the supporting accounts.”

      “Celia has them.”

      Celia did not move until Rafael held out his hand. Her printout had been folded lengthwise. Several figures were marked in blue.

      “The description on page two is different,” she said.

      “Different from what?”

      “From what we booked. Javier asked me to leave it open.”

      Isabel closed her laptop. “The description is being corrected.”

      Celia looked at Rafael rather than his aunt. He read the line she had marked. The money had been assigned to a purpose that would satisfy someone who did not look at the earlier account. He knew the wording. He had approved it before.

      “Has Javier seen this version?”

      “He was going to look at it this afternoon,” Celia said.

      “Well, he won’t be looking at anything this afternoon,” Isabel said. “We can manage without him for a day.”

      Victor Sloan appeared at the open door carrying a paper bag. “I brought lunch. You’re welcome to pretend it’s still lunchtime.”

      He put the bag on a filing cabinet and greeted Rafael with a hand on his shoulder. His shirts always looked newly bought, even at the end of the day. Rafael had known him for years without ever knowing who did his laundry or where he spent a Sunday.

      “Bad morning?” Sloan asked.

      “Javier was attacked.”

      “I heard. Awful.”

      Celia shifted the remaining papers in her arms.

      “What do I put in the record?” she asked Rafael. “If this is the approved description, I need to know who changed it.”

      “I’ll handle it.”

      “I need a name for the record.”

      “Let us settle the wording,” Sloan said. “Then nobody has to do the work twice.”

      He had stepped aside to leave the doorway clear. Celia looked once more at Rafael. He was still holding the page, and before he found a useful thing to say, she had thanked them and left.

      Sloan closed the door halfway.

      Isabel took a sandwich from the bag and set it in front of Rafael. “You haven’t eaten.”

      He moved it aside.

      “We have people waiting,” she said. “I need to know whether I can tell them this will be signed.”

      “I’ll read it tonight.”

      “You know the companies.”

      “I’ll read it tonight.”

      She watched him for a moment, then nodded. Sloan sat in the chair Celia had not been offered.
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      Rafael stayed in the Texas apartment that evening. He put the folder on the kitchen counter, washed his hands, and discovered a dark mark beneath his thumbnail. He scraped at it under the running water until the skin hurt.

      His phone lit up beside the sink.

      LOS ARCOS. It was Los Arcos. I can now go to bed.

      Rafael dried his hands before answering. He remembered the coffee shop’s red awning, Gabriel counting coins while pretending not to count them. He typed that it had been terrible coffee. Then he deleted terrible. He had been sixteen; he had not cared what the coffee tasted like.

      Javier called before he sent anything.

      “Can you talk?”

      “Of course. How are you feeling?”

      “Patricia’s gone to get the prescription. I need to see you.”

      “I can come over.”

      “Not here.”

      Rafael leaned against the counter. Through the apartment wall he could hear a television being turned up.

      “Tomorrow?”

      “Somewhere outside work. I’ll tell you where.”

      “All right.”

      “And Rafael.”

      He had almost never heard Javier use his first name without a title in front of it.

      “Don’t tell your father.”

      “What’s happened?”

      “Please.”

      “I won’t.”

      He kept the phone at his ear after Javier disconnected. Then he set it down beside the unsigned guarantee.
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          A NAME HE KNOWS

        

      

    

    
      By four in the morning, Gabriel had begun to dislike the man in room six for reasons that belonged to the previous patient.

      The man kept saying he needed to get home. He had said it while a nurse took his blood pressure and again while Gabriel listened to his chest. His wife stood beside the bed with both their phones in her hand. Every few minutes one of them rang.

      “I have someone coming at seven,” the man said.

      “Then your wife can tell them you’re here.”

      “She doesn’t know what to tell them.”

      His wife looked at Gabriel. She had been trying to catch his attention since he entered the room.

      “He isn’t usually like this,” she said.

      “Being in the hospital is frustrating.”

      “I mean he doesn’t usually ask the same thing.”

      Maya, who had come in to ask about another patient, stopped beside the sink.

      “How many times has he asked?” she said.

      The woman raised the phones helplessly. “All the way here.”

      Gabriel looked back at the man. He was watching the clock above the door. Gabriel had written anxious in the note he had not yet finished.

      He pulled up a stool.

      “Tell me who’s coming at seven.”

      The man frowned. “To the house?”

      “Yes.”

      “I told you.”

      “What’s his name?”

      The wife lowered herself into a chair.

      After they had arranged further assessment and the nurse had taken the woman aside to ask about the morning, Gabriel found Maya at the workstation.

      “I missed that.”

      “His wife was trying to tell you. Let her finish next time.”

      He deleted the word from his note.

      Maya watched him do it. “Also, you’ve had your shirt inside out for most of the night.”

      He looked down. A seam ran along the outside of his shoulder.

      “You couldn’t have led with that?”

      “I was waiting to see if you’d make it through the shift.”

      He went to change it in the staff bathroom. In the mirror he looked like somebody who had been interrupted while trying to look younger. He turned his shirt, washed his face, and checked his phone.

      Rafael had answered the coffee message sometime after midnight.

      You told us it was good because you’d paid for it.

      Gabriel remembered doing exactly that.

      He started to type a defense, then put the phone away. There were still two hours before the end of his shift.
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      Esteban had moved the newspaper rack to catch water from the ceiling.

      “It isn’t raining,” Gabriel said.

      “That’s what I told the landlord.”

      A bucket stood on the top shelf, where the local paper usually went. Something fell into it with a small metallic plink.

      “Air-conditioning?”

      “Don’t offer him possibilities. He’ll call it a diagnosis and send me the bill.”

      Gabriel put toothpaste and a packet of razors on the pharmacy counter. He had come in for toothpaste. The razors were an attempt to make the trip feel planned.

      Through the doorway to the dispensary, Esteban’s assistant was talking on the phone, patiently repeating a number. On the other side of the shared wall, a sewing machine started and stopped.

      “Is Inés open already?” Gabriel asked.

      “She’s finishing a dress somebody needs yesterday. Apparently the wedding came as a surprise.”

      Esteban scanned the toothpaste. He was wearing a tie patterned with tiny baseballs. Gabriel had once asked whether he liked baseball and been told that his granddaughter liked buying ties.

      “You’re looking at it again.”

      “It’s growing on me.”

      “That makes one of us.”

      Gabriel paid and picked up the bag. Outside, a woman with a garment over her arm was knocking on Inés’s glass door. Inés appeared with pins held between her lips, took them out, and said something Gabriel could not hear. The woman raised the garment. Inés looked at it, then at her watch.

      He went home before he could find another errand.

      His apartment was cool enough to make his damp shirt unpleasant. He took it off on the way to the bedroom and stepped over a laundry basket he had meant to empty two days before. There was no clean pillowcase in the dresser. He found one in the basket, shook it out, and decided the wrinkles were an improvement on making the bed properly.

      A message from Nora asked whether he was coming to dinner that night. He sent a thumbs-up. She answered with a picture of their mother holding a serving dish and looking directly at the camera.

      Proof of life required, Nora wrote.

      He called instead.

      “You’re awake,” she said.

      “Briefly. Tell her I’ll be there.”

      “Tell her yourself.”

      “She’s with you.”

      “So are a number of other people. I don’t carry their messages either.”

      He could hear voices in the background. Nora was at work, then. The photograph was old, probably kept for this purpose.

      “You’re getting efficient at refusing favors.”

      “I’ve had practice.”

      He lay down with the phone still against his ear. She began telling him about a house she was thinking of renting, one with a yard too small for the dog she did not yet own. He asked whether she could afford it, then stopped himself before asking for the rent.

      “Do you want to see it?” she said.

      “Yes.”

      “Then come. I’ll tell you when.”

      After they hung up, he sent his mother a message and put the phone beside his pillow. He woke an hour later with his hand resting where it had been.
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      His mother had asked for seven o’clock. At seven twenty, Nora was cutting tomatoes while Marisol stood at the stove. His father’s place at the table had a stack of unopened envelopes on it.

      “Is he coming?” Gabriel asked.

      “He says so,” Marisol said.

      “Which category of says so?” Nora asked.

      “The one where you set the table.”

      Gabriel took plates from the cabinet. The shelf still had a strip of adhesive flowers his mother had put there when he was in high school. He had helped her empty the kitchen for painting once, and she had made him carry every jar back in the same order. His father had arrived after they finished and said the room looked brighter.

      Nora had brought a bottle of wine that she opened with unnecessary concentration.

      “Bad day?” Gabriel asked.

      “Someone explained my own drawing to me.”

      “Did you understand it better?”

      “I understood him better.”

      Their father came in as Marisol carried the serving dish to the table. He kissed her cheek and picked up the envelopes from his place.

      “You could open those,” she said.

      “I’m here, aren’t I?”

      Nobody answered. Tomás put the mail on the sideboard.

      Dinner improved once Nora started describing a meeting in which a projector had defeated eight engineers. Gabriel had heard her tell the story before. He let her reach the part about the unplugged cable without helping.

      “I saw Rafael Salazar yesterday,” he said when the laughter had subsided.

      His father’s fork stopped above his plate.

      “Where?”

      “At the hospital. In the waiting room.”

      “What was he doing there?”

      “Waiting.”

      “Gabriel.”

      “I’m telling you I saw someone I used to know.”

      Nora looked from one man to the other. Marisol continued serving herself rice.

      “You met at that summer program,” she said.

      “Sixteen years ago.”

      “He had the beautiful mother.”

      “She’s still beautiful,” Tomás said. “That isn’t the point.”

      “Was there a point?” Marisol asked.

      His father set down his fork.

      “Are you in contact with him now?”

      “We exchanged numbers.”

      “Have you spoken?”

      “A few messages.”

      Tomás looked at Gabriel’s phone, lying beside his glass. Gabriel had put it there because he was hoping it would light up. He moved it into his pocket.

      “You know what that family does.”

      “I know what people say.”

      “It’s more than what people say.”

      “Then what has Rafael done?”

      “I’m not discussing an investigation at dinner.”

      “You started.”

      “I’m asking you to use some judgment.”

      Nora reached for the serving spoon. “Mom. The rice.”

      Marisol gave it to her.

      Tomás lowered his voice. “There are people working for those companies who don’t have a choice about what they do next. You understand that? People with families. This isn’t gossip.”

      Gabriel heard the change in him. It was the voice his father used when he stopped wanting to win an argument and began wanting to be believed. As a child, Gabriel had trusted it without reservation.

      “I asked about Rafael.”

      “He signs things.”

      “What things?”

      “I said I can’t discuss it.”

      “Then you can’t expect me to supply the parts you leave out.”

      His mother put her spoon down.

      “Both of you can eat.”

      For a while they did. Tomás asked Nora about her car. Nora said it was running, which gave him nowhere to go. Gabriel watched his mother pick a piece of tomato skin from the edge of her plate. He wanted to take back the whole conversation, including the pleasure with which he had introduced Rafael’s name.

      After dinner, his father followed him onto the front steps.

      “I’m not trying to embarrass you.”

      “I know.”

      “You’re angry.”

      “Yes.”

      Tomás looked toward the street. A neighbor was bringing trash cans in from the curb, dragging both at once.

      “If he asks you for anything, tell me.”

      “He hasn’t.”

      “People don’t begin with what they want.”

      Gabriel took out his keys. “Sometimes they ask if you’d like coffee.”

      His father stayed on the steps while he walked to his car.
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      Rafael was at the café before him, reading something on his phone with the expression of a man who had already read it several times.

      He stood when Gabriel approached. The movement was formal enough to be funny and too quick to be a performance. Gabriel liked it.

      “Do we shake hands?” Rafael asked.

      “No.”

      “Sit down, then.”

      He wore an open-necked blue shirt, the sleeves folded with more care than Gabriel ever managed. There was a small nick beside one thumbnail. Gabriel noticed it because Rafael kept pressing it with the pad of another finger.

      “Did you sleep?”

      “Eventually.”

      “You look better.”

      “That’s a low standard.”

      The café occupied a former hardware store. The old drawers were still behind the counter, labeled with the sizes of screws nobody sold there anymore. Gabriel had passed it often without going in. He wondered whether Rafael had chosen it because nobody from the hospital came here, then told himself he did not need a theory about the coffee.

      They ordered. Rafael asked for the dessert menu.

      “At four in the afternoon?” Gabriel said.

      “That’s when they gave it to me.”

      He read the description of something involving warm chocolate and smoked salt. His face became solemn.

      “An exploration,” he said.

      “Of what?”

      “Apparently grief, at that price.”

      He ordered it when the server returned.

      Gabriel laughed. “You just objected to its existence.”

      “I want to know how far they’ll go.”

      They talked about Chicago. Gabriel described the first winter badly enough that Rafael accused him of inventing it to excuse coming home.

      “I stayed for years.”

      “And then?”

      “And then there was a job here. My mother said she wasn’t getting younger.”

      “Was she ill?”

      “No. She’s been not getting younger since I was twelve.”

      Rafael smiled. “My mother stopped announcing it. Now she asks whether I remember people who’ve died.”

      “Subtle.”

      “She was a librarian. She believes in references.”

      Gabriel asked about his studies, and Rafael told him about an apartment in Austin with a refrigerator that froze lettuce. He had meant to stay there after finishing, at least for a while. Isabel had needed somebody to supervise a property purchase. He had come home for the summer.

      “A long summer,” Gabriel said.

      “Yes.”

      Rafael looked at him and did not embellish the answer. Gabriel found the silence easier than he expected.

      “What did you think I’d do?” Rafael asked.

      “When?”

      “Back then.”

      “Leave.”

      “Really?”

      “You were always asking people where they’d been.”

      “I wanted to hear about it.”

      “I thought you were choosing.”

      The dessert arrived in a shallow black bowl. Rafael studied the small rectangle in its center.

      “The exploration has been curtailed.”

      Gabriel took the spare spoon. The first bite was intensely sweet, followed by enough salt to make him reach for his coffee.

      “Well?” Rafael asked.

      “It’s ambitious.”

      “That’s what people say when they don’t like a building.”

      “Try it.”

      Rafael did. For a moment he kept his expression perfectly neutral. Then Gabriel started laughing, and Rafael put down his spoon.

      “You could have warned me.”

      “You’d have ordered it anyway.”

      They were still discussing whether leaving it would constitute defeat when a man stopped beside the table.

      “Rafael. There you are.”

      Rafael’s smile remained, but his hand came away from the bowl.

      “Victor. This is Gabriel Reyes. Gabriel, Victor Sloan.”

      Sloan extended his hand. “Good to meet you.”

      His pause before Reyes had been no longer than the pause somebody might take to place a familiar name. Gabriel would not have noticed it if Rafael had not looked up so steadily.

      “You work at the hospital?” Sloan asked.

      “Yes.”

      “We’re lucky to have people willing to come back.”

      Gabriel wondered who had told him he had come back. Rafael moved the bowl toward Sloan.

      “Have you tried this?”

      “I’m being good.”

      “So were we, until it arrived.”

      Sloan smiled. “Your aunt’s looking for you.”

      “She has my number.”

      “Of course.”

      He squeezed Rafael’s shoulder, told Gabriel it was a pleasure, and went to the counter. Rafael watched him order a coffee to go.

      “Do you work together?” Gabriel asked.

      “Sometimes. He knows everyone.”

      “Apparently.”

      Rafael turned back. “You were telling me why you hate the winter.”

      “I’d finished.”

      “Then you’ll have to find another grievance.”

      Gabriel found several. By the time they left, he had forgotten to ask Rafael what he did when he was not working for the family.

      At home, he looked up the companies. He had intended to spend ten minutes on it before cooking. An hour later he was still at the kitchen table.

      There were photographs from foundation dinners, a local article about a property dispute, an older report in which Mateo’s attorney denied that the companies were financed with cocaine proceeds. Rafael appeared beside his mother at the opening of a school library. In another photograph he stood slightly behind Isabel, one hand lifted as though he had been speaking when the flash went off.

      Gabriel closed the browser. The room had grown dark while he was reading.

      He wrote: I know a place where the cake is just cake. Saturday?

      Rafael answered almost immediately.

      Yes. Please.

      A second message followed.

      Did Victor say anything to you after I left?

      Gabriel read it, then read it again before he answered.
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          THE REQUEST

        

      

    

    
      Javier chose a restaurant beside a tire shop, where the lunch special was still written in marker on a sheet of pink paper. He arrived with Patricia driving. Rafael watched her help him out of the passenger seat and say something that made him shake his head.

      She did not come inside.

      “Is she waiting?” Rafael asked.

      “She’s going to her sister’s.”

      Javier sat with care. The dressing above his ear had been replaced by a smaller one. His injured fingers were held straight against the edge of the table.

      “Does she know why we’re here?”

      “She knows enough.”

      Rafael pushed a glass of water toward him. Javier moved it to his other side.

      “Thank you for coming.”

      “You don’t have to thank me.”

      The server approached. Javier ordered soup and then asked whether it came in a bowl or a cup.

      “A bowl.”

      “Could I have the cup?”

      “It’s the same soup.”

      “I know.”

      After she left, he unbuttoned his cuff with his good hand. The hospital band was still around his wrist. He tugged at it until Rafael offered a key to break the plastic fastening.

      “Leave it,” Javier said. “I’ll cut it at home.”

      For a while they listened to an impact wrench from the tire shop. Rafael had left a meeting to come here. Isabel had asked how long he would be, and he had said an hour. Javier kept looking toward the window as though Patricia might change her mind and return.

      “I need to leave the company.”

      Rafael had expected it. Hearing the words still made him sit back.

      “For a while?”

      “No.”

      “Because of Monday?”

      “Because of before Monday.”

      Javier touched the edge of his dressing, then lowered his hand.

      “I’m not asking for a position somewhere else. I want what I’m owed, and I want to take my family away.”

      “Where?”

      “I haven’t decided.”

      Rafael looked at him. Javier held his gaze for a moment, then looked at the water.

      “All right,” Rafael said. “You don’t have to tell me.”

      “I’ve spoken to a lawyer.”

      The noise from the tire shop stopped. Rafael could hear a woman at the next table explaining that she had ordered without onions.

      “What kind of lawyer?”

      “The kind you speak to before things get worse.”

      “Have you told him anything?”

      “About myself, yes.”

      Javier said it without apology. Rafael felt his face grow hot.

      “That came out wrong.”

      “I know what you meant.”

      The soup arrived. Javier thanked the server and waited for her to leave. He did not pick up the spoon.

      “There are entries in the reconciliation your aunt wants closed. Celia helped me put the schedule together. She asked the right questions, and now they’re asking her to change what she found.”

      “Which entries?”

      “The ones that don’t belong to the period they’re in. You’ll recognize them.”

      “I can look.”

      “There’s also the Varela account.”

      Rafael knew the name from years of payments. He could picture it on a monthly schedule beside maintenance costs and foundation transfers. He had never met the woman who received the money.

      “What about it?”

      “It’s been moved again. I asked why. Then I was asked why I wanted to know.”

      “Who asked?”

      Javier gave him a tired look.

      “I’ve told you what they did. Will you help me leave?”

      Rafael set down his phone, which he had been turning over in his hand.

      “All right.”

      “And leave Celia out of it. She needs the job. She hasn’t been paid for all the extra hours, and she’s afraid that if she asks again they’ll decide she never worked them.”

      “I’ll speak to Isabel.”

      “No.”

      “I can ask about the hours without mentioning you.”

      “Just keep her name out of it.”

      Javier looked toward the door. The server was refilling a salt shaker at the counter.

      “They took me into a room at the service yard,” he said. “Last week. Before this.”

      Rafael waited.

      “There was a chair. I wasn’t invited to use it. One of the men kept apologizing for how long it was taking. He said everyone was busy. He asked about Andrés’s school.”

      “Who?”

      “Damián was there for part of it.”

      Rafael looked down at the soup. A skin had begun to form on its surface.

      “What did he say?”

      “He didn’t need to say much. The other man did most of the talking.” Javier drew a breath that hurt him. “He explained what would happen if I made people doubt me. Very politely. I stood there while he did it.”

      “You should have called me.”

      “I’m calling you now.”

      Rafael put his hand flat on the table. He had known Damián since he was a boy. Damián had driven him home once after a party, opened all the car windows when he was sick, and never told Mateo. Rafael remembered being grateful.

      “I can talk to my father.”

      Javier’s expression changed before he answered.

      “No.”

      “He can stop this.”

      “I said no.”

      The woman at the next table glanced over. Javier lowered his voice.

      “I asked you not to tell him.”

      “I haven’t.”

      “Then don’t.”

      Rafael drew his hand back.

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “Come with me when I settle the pay. Make sure I’m not taken somewhere else. And tell your aunt I won’t sign another revision.”

      “If you leave like this, people will have questions.”

      “People already have questions.”

      Javier picked up the spoon. His hand shook enough that he put it down again.

      “Don’t send me back into that room.”

      “I won’t.”

      He looked at Rafael for a long time.

      The server came to ask whether the soup was all right. Javier said it was very good. When she left, he pushed it away.
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      The bridge traffic moved one car length at a time. Rafael let a pickup into the line and was rewarded with a raised hand through the rear window. He had turned the air-conditioning down because the cold hurt the place on his thumb where he had scrubbed too hard.

      Isabel called while he was waiting. He let it ring, then sent a message saying he would be at the house.

      She answered: Your father is there.

      He knew.

      At the crest of the bridge he could see the river between the railings. The Rio Grande looked narrow from here, until he noticed a branch turning in the water and understood how far below him it was. On the Texas bank, a service road followed the bend out of sight. Across the river, Santa Lucía’s buildings crowded behind a strip of trees.

      He had crossed often enough to recognize small changes: a repainted sign, a new booth, the empty place where a billboard had stood for years. The waiting still irritated him. He checked his passport on the seat beside him, then checked the time. In the next lane, a man had turned off his engine and opened both windows.

      Rafael put his phone away as the line began moving. At the inspection point he answered the questions and waited to be waved through. He made himself drive slowly past the people walking toward the bus stop beyond the crossing. He would arrive at his father’s house with enough time to speak before the evening calls began.

      By the time he reached Santa Lucía, he had worked through the conversation several times. He would say Javier needed rest. He could ask for a few weeks away before mentioning that Javier did not intend to return.

      At the house, someone had moved Elena’s reading lamp to make room for a second telephone. The books beside it lay on the floor in a stack. Rafael picked them up before going out to the terrace.

      His mother was at the table with a folder of school photographs. Mateo sat across from her, peeling a pear with a small knife. He cut a slice and laid it on her plate without interrupting her.

      “They’ve used last year’s picture,” she said. “The roof was finished in April.”

      “Then ask them for another.”

      “I have. Twice.”

      Rafael kissed her and put the books on an empty chair.

      “Where did you find those?”

      “By the telephone.”

      She looked through the doorway. “I had a shelf there once.”

      Mateo held out the knife. “Pear?”

      “No, thank you.”

      “You look tired.”

      “I’ve been at the office.”

      His father waited. Rafael sat.

      “I saw Javier.”

      “How is he?” Elena asked.

      “Sore.”

      “The poor man.” She closed the folder. “I should send something to Patricia.”

      “He wants to leave.”

      Mateo separated a strip of peel from the blade with his thumb. It fell onto the plate in a loose curl.

      “The hospital?”

      “The company.”

      Elena looked at Rafael, then at her husband. She gathered the photographs into their folder.

      “I’ll see what we can send,” she said.

      Rafael watched her go inside. His father cut another slice of pear.

      “Has he spoken to Isabel?”

      “He wanted to speak to me first.”

      “Why?”

      “He’s frightened.”

      “After what happened, of course he is.”

      “Before that.”

      Mateo set the knife down.

      “What exactly did he say?”

      Rafael had meant to keep the conversation general. Now the prepared sentences sounded evasive even to him.

      “He says he’s been pressured. About the accounts.”

      “Which accounts?”

      “The current reconciliation. Some older payments.”

      “Has he given you anything?”

      “No.”

      “Has he given anyone else anything?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Mateo watched him. A gardener at the far end of the terrace was dragging a hose around a planter. The spray struck a window, and he turned it away.

      “Is Patricia leaving too?”

      “That’s what he wants.”

      “And the boy?”

      “Yes.”

      “During the school year.”

      “He doesn’t want to wait.”

      His father leaned back. “People make poor decisions when they’re frightened.”

      “Then let him leave properly.”

      “What do you mean by properly?”

      “With what he’s owed. Without anybody giving him a reason to be afraid.”

      “Has somebody given you a reason?”

      “This isn’t about me.”

      Mateo’s expression did not change, but Rafael knew he had displeased him.

      “He’s spoken to a lawyer,” Rafael said.

      It was out before he could decide to keep it. His father picked up the knife and rested its handle across his palm.

      “About leaving?”

      “Yes.”

      “What did he tell the lawyer?”

      “I didn’t ask.”

      “You said you spoke to him.”

      “I don’t know what he said.”

      For a while his father looked at the uneaten fruit.

      “I’ll take care of it.”

      Rafael let out a breath. He disliked how audible it was.

      “Thank you.”

      “Is that all?”

      “I want to be sure he’ll be safe.”

      Mateo looked up.

      “Have you ever had reason to doubt my protection?”

      Rafael thought of the room Javier had described, the unused chair. He could ask whether Damián had acted with permission. He had come here to ask precisely that.

      “No,” he said.

      His father slid the plate toward him.

      “Eat something. Your mother thinks you live on coffee.”

      Rafael took a slice. It was warm from the afternoon air.
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      Javier did not answer the first call. Rafael walked along the side of the house, where the kitchen exhaust made a steady noise above his head. Inside, someone was washing a large pot.

      He called again.

      “What happened?” Javier asked.

      “Nothing. I wanted to check when we’re meeting.”

      “Your aunt hasn’t confirmed.”

      “I’ll come with you. We’ll get the pay straightened out.”

      There was a television in the background. Javier asked somebody to lower it, then came back to the phone.

      “Did you talk to anyone?”

      “I’m making sure it’s handled.”

      “Rafael.”

      “You won’t have to go to the yard. We can meet in Texas. In public.”

      Javier was silent.

      “My father knows you need to leave. He said he would take care of it.”

      “I asked you not to.”

      “I didn’t send you to him.”

      “I asked you not to tell him.”

      Rafael pressed his free hand against the wall. The plaster was hot.

      “I needed him to say nobody could touch you.”

      “Did he say that?”

      “He said he would take care of it.”

      Javier breathed into the receiver. Rafael waited for him to speak.

      “Sunday,” Javier said at last. “In the morning. At Café Central on the Texas side.”

      “I know it.”

      “And you’ll be there.”

      “Yes.”

      Javier ended the call before Rafael could say anything more.

      Rafael remained beside the kitchen wall. A woman came out carrying a bag of vegetable scraps and almost walked into him. He apologized, moved aside, and went back through the house.

      His mother had laid the school photographs in order across the table. She asked him to choose between two pictures of a classroom. In one the children looked at the camera. In the other they were looking at a teacher who stood just outside the frame.

      “That one,” he said, pointing to the second.

      “You can’t see the new windows properly.”

      “Then why did you ask?”

      She looked at him. He touched her shoulder.

      “I’m sorry. It’s a better picture.”

      She put it on top of the pile and asked him to take a folder to Isabel before leaving. He accepted it without looking at the label.

      His aunt was in the room beside his father’s office. A calculator and two phones lay on the desk, one of them ringing. She silenced it.

      “Did you settle everything?”

      “What?”

      “With your father.”

      Rafael put the folder down. “We spoke.”

      “About Javier.”

      He nodded.

      “I wish he’d come to me.”

      “He did come to you. About the pay.”

      “And then he went to you, and you went to your father, and now I’m supposed to release money on terms nobody has bothered to give me.”

      “He’s been here a long time.”

      “So have I.”

      The second phone began to ring. She looked at it but did not answer.

      “Sunday,” Rafael said. “I told him I’d meet him Sunday. Can you have the amount ready?”

      “I can have an amount ready. Whether he agrees with it is another question.”

      “He showed me the approvals.”

      “Then he’s already preparing an argument.”

      “Isabel.”

      She picked up the phone. “Send me what he has. I’ll look.”

      He waited while she answered. Her voice changed, becoming warm and slightly amused. She said the person calling had caught her at exactly the right moment.

      Rafael left the folder where she had room to see it.

      That evening, Gabriel sent a photograph of a book he had found while looking for his spare car key. A page near the beginning was marked with a folded receipt.

      I’ve been reading this since 2011. Is that commitment or a problem?

      Rafael sat on the edge of his bed and answered that he had once hidden an examination result inside a book because nobody in his family would open it.

      Which book?

      He told him.

      Your mother was a librarian. Bold strategy.

      She found it in two days.

      And?

      Made me explain the exam before she punished me for folding the page.

      Gabriel replied with an account of forging his father’s signature on a school form and misspelling Tomás. He had remembered the accent and forgotten a letter.

      Rafael laughed alone in the room. He began to type that Gabriel had apparently improved his attention to detail, then stopped when another message arrived.

      Javier had confirmed the café address.

      I’ll come if you’re there.
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          WHAT THE REPORT SAYS

        

      

    

    
      Leila Haddad had drawn a line through the word control.

      Tomás noticed it before Danner did. The briefing paper lay between them on the table, with her pen resting across the margin.

      “The account is theirs,” Danner said.

      “The account is associated with a company they use.”

      “We’ve been through this.”

      “Then the sentence should reflect what we established.”

      Tomás reached for the paper. Around the room, the other DEA agents waited. They had been there since seven, and the air-conditioning had not yet overcome the heat left from the previous day.

      “Who can authorize a transfer?” he asked.

      “We have two names,” Leila said. “We’re still waiting on the rest.”

      “And neither name is Salazar.”

      “Not on that account.”

      Danner leaned back. “The money doesn’t have to wear a name tag.”

      “It does if we’re putting the name in the sentence,” Tomás said.

      He crossed out the claim and returned the paper. Danner accepted it with a small movement of his head. He would complain later, privately, and then do the work. That was how they had worked together for years.

      They moved to a set of property payments and a witness interview taken the previous month. There was enough in the current case to keep three rooms like this one occupied. A seizure elsewhere had made one witness more willing to speak and another impossible to reach. Records requested in spring had finally arrived in August. A second batch of records had been sent without the attachments the analysts needed. Someone would have to ask for them again.

      Leila brought up a recurring payment that appeared in more than one company’s records.

      “Varela survivor benefit,” she said. “It was carried through the foundation for a time.”

      Tomás kept his eyes on the page.

      “How much?” Danner asked.

      She gave the figure.

      “That’s not going to keep Mateo awake.”

      “It wasn’t the amount. The account moves without an explanation. The recipient remains the same.”

      “Inés,” Tomás said.

      Leila looked at him. “You know her?”

      “I knew her husband.”

      “Arturo Varela.”

      “Yes.”

      “He died in Mexico in 2003.”

      “Murdered,” Tomás said.

      Danner capped his pen. “Old ground. We can come back to it after we get the current targets secured.”

      Leila did not turn the page.

      “There’s a request pending for the earlier source material.”

      “I’ve seen it,” Tomás said.

      “Is there a problem with retrieval?”

      “I’ll check.”

      She made a note. He watched the pen move, then asked about a different witness. The meeting continued.

      Afterward, a younger agent stayed behind to ask whether a question in an interview plan was too direct. Tomás read it and asked what answer she expected.

      “That he knew what the payment was for.”

      “And if he says no?”

      “I ask why he signed it.”

      “Ask that first.”

      She took the page back, thought about it, and smiled.

      He went into his office and shut the door.

      The request Leila had mentioned was near the top of his inbox. It had been forwarded twice. Both forwards were courteous. The second included a date by which a response would be useful.

      He opened it.

      Arturo’s name appeared in the first line. For years Tomás had encountered it only in old references, where it occupied no more space than the names around it. Here somebody had put it in a subject heading.

      He remembered the last time Arturo had come to Texas to see him. The man had worn a work shirt tucked too tightly into his trousers. When he sat, he loosened it and apologized, though there was nothing to apologize for. He had brought information Tomás wanted. He had also brought a request.

      I need to stop.

      He had asked Arturo whether someone had spoken to him directly.

      “They don’t have to speak directly.”

      “Tell me what changed.”

      Arturo rubbed his palms against his trousers. He had received a question about an entry he made weeks earlier. The man asking had already known the answer. Someone else had begun waiting while he locked the office.

      “Were you threatened?”

      “I’m here telling you.”

      Tomás had asked him to go through the events in order. He remembered the patience he used, letting Arturo finish before separating what he had seen from what he thought it meant. He had congratulated himself on that patience afterward. He was not a man who bullied people into giving him the answer he wanted.

      Arturo had listened while Tomás explained what remained unconfirmed. He nodded at the references to work they had already done together. When Tomás asked whether he could stay in contact a little longer, he looked at the door.

      “My wife wants to know where we’re going.”

      “Have you told her you’re leaving?”

      “I told her I’m trying.”

      Tomás remembered taking a piece of paper from a folder and placing it between them. Something to focus on. Something Arturo could answer.

      “Start here,” he had said.

      Arturo read the page. Before leaving, he asked whether he should bring the next information to the same place. Tomás had taken the question as agreement.

      Everybody became frightened. Tomás had dealt with people who called three times in a day to say they were finished, then arrived the following week angry that nobody had called them back. He had learned to distinguish panic from an immediate change in danger. He had believed he was making that distinction with Arturo.

      The report he wrote after the murder said the source had ceased contact unexpectedly. It described the attempts to reach him. It did not describe the conversation in which Arturo asked to stop, or Tomás persuading him to continue long enough to establish what they needed.

      He had rewritten that paragraph twice before submitting it.

      On his screen, the current request referred to associated administrative records as well as the final account. Not everything had passed through his hands. A colleague had entered a contact. A request for follow-up had been logged somewhere else. Tomás knew those entries existed. He had relied on nobody having reason to place them beside his report.

      He opened a reply, typed that he was checking the scope of the request, and saved it without sending.

      There were people in that old material whose names still needed care. A careless review could put them in circulation. He would establish what had been requested before releasing anything. He moved the email into a folder he checked himself.

      A knock came at the door.

      Danner entered carrying two coffees. He placed one beside the keyboard, exactly where Tomás would not have chosen to put it.

      “You backed her up pretty fast.”

      “She was right.”

      “She usually is. That’s what makes it so wearing.”

      He sat without asking. His tie was loose, and a line of perspiration showed beneath his collar.

      “Do we need to worry about the Varela thing?”

      “We need to answer the request.”

      “I meant, is it going to become a problem for us?”

      Tomás moved the coffee away from the keyboard.

      “We have a current case. I’d prefer not to spend the next month untangling something people wrote fifteen years ago.”

      “Then we agree.”

      Danner drank. He had been there after the colleague’s funeral in 1998, when Tomás sat on the back steps of his house rather than go inside and answer Gabriel’s questions. Danner had stayed until the mosquitoes made sitting impossible. He had not said much. Tomás had never forgotten the relief of that.

      “How’s your boy?” Danner asked.

      “Working too much.”

      “Runs in the family.”

      “He’s seeing Rafael Salazar.”

      Danner lowered the cup. “Seeing?”

      “They had coffee.”

      “That’s a broad category.”

      “He mentioned him at dinner. Like any other name.”

      “Maybe that’s all it is.”

      Tomás pushed his chair back. “He asked what Rafael had done. As if I should bring the case home and lay it out beside his mother’s cooking.”

      “What did you tell him?”

      “To be careful.”

      “That always works.”

      Tomás looked at the window. The blind was crooked because someone had replaced a broken slat with one from another room.

      “He thinks I can’t tell the difference between being his father and doing my job.”

      “Can you?”

      He turned. Danner held up a hand.

      “I’m asking. I’d have the same problem.”

      There was no challenge in his voice. That made it easier to answer.

      “I know that family. I know what happens around them.”

      “Then I’ll keep an ear open. If there’s something he ought to stay away from, we’ll make sure you hear it.”

      “I don’t want him pulled into anything.”

      “Neither do I.”

      Danner rose, collected his empty cup, and tapped the briefing paper Tomás had brought into the office.

      “I’ll fix the sentence.”

      “Thank you.”

      When he left, Tomás looked at the unsent reply. He closed it.

      Later, a Texas detective returned his call about the assault on Javier Mena. The local account was thin. Mena had described two men and a possible robbery. There were injuries, a location, little that helped identify anyone. He had not named an employer in the part of the account Tomás was hearing.

      “Anything taken?” Tomás asked.

      “Not that he reported.”

      He wrote that down although he had expected it.

      “If he wants to speak about pressure at work, we should talk.”

      “I’ll pass that on.”

      Tomás thanked him and called Leila in. She stood beside the desk while he described the conversation. He did not mention Gabriel.

      “We’ve had an inquiry from a lawyer about Mena,” she said. “Nothing agreed. I left another message.”

      “Let me know if he returns it.”

      “He may want to know what we can offer before he lets his client talk.”

      “Then find out what he’s asking for.”

      After she left, Tomás looked at the name he had written. Mena had been managing Salazar accounts long enough to know what happened to people who wanted to leave. He might be deciding that staying was safer. Someone needed to tell him how little protection staying bought.

      Tomás checked the time, remembered Marisol waiting for him, and called her. She did not answer. He left a message saying he would be late but could help with whatever still needed doing.
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      Marisol was at the dining table with a stack of student appointment forms. She had taken off her earrings and placed them in an empty saucer. A fan on the sideboard moved the corner of the top page each time it turned toward her.

      “You’re early,” she said.

      “It’s almost eight.”

      “I know.”

      He kissed the top of her head. She held a finger on the line she was reading until she finished it.

      “Have you eaten?”

      “No.”

      “There’s food in the refrigerator.”

      He waited for her to stand, then disliked himself for waiting. He went into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. A covered dish occupied the middle shelf. He took it out and found a plate.

      From the dining room she called, “The small container is for tomorrow.”

      He put it back.

      At the table, she moved her work to make room for him. He ate while she corrected a time on one of the forms.

      “Do you remember the Salazar boy?” he asked.

      “You asked me about him the other night.”

      “Before then.”

      “Yes.”

      “Did Gabriel ever talk about him?”

      “They knew each other for a summer. He talked about several people.”

      “But him in particular.”

      Marisol put down her pen.

      “What are you trying to find out?”

      “I want to know how serious this is.”

      “Ask Gabriel.”

      “He’ll take it the wrong way from me.”

      “He’ll take it the same way from me.”

      “You could have him over. He tells you things.”

      “Sometimes.”

      “I need to know whether they’re sleeping together.”

      Her expression changed so slightly that he might have missed it if he had not been watching her.

      “You need to know?”

      “If this is more than coffee, it matters.”

      “Then tell him that.”

      “I’ve tried.”

      “You make up your mind before he opens his mouth, Tomás. Then you send me to find out what he thinks.”

      Tomás set down his fork.

      “This is not somebody he met at work.”

      “I understand whose son he is.”

      “You don’t understand what that means.”

      She looked at the forms spread across her end of the table.

      “Every week I sit with children whose parents have done things I don’t know about. Sometimes they tell me. Sometimes somebody else tells me. I’m familiar with discovering that a household contains more than it shows.”

      “This is different.”

      “I’m sure it is.”

      He heard the withdrawal in her voice and tried again.

      “I’m worried about him.”

      “So am I. I won’t invite him to dinner to ask whom he’s sleeping with.”

      His phone sounded. The old-records request had been forwarded with a question from someone who wanted to know whether another office should handle part of the retrieval. He read the first line and cleared the notification.

      Marisol had resumed speaking.

      “What?” he said.

      She waited until he looked at her.

      “Put the phone down.”

      He placed it beside his plate.

      “Face down,” she said.

      He turned it over.

      For a few seconds neither spoke. From the kitchen came the click of the refrigerator switching on.

      “I asked whether you’ll be here on Saturday,” she said.

      “I told you I would.”

      “You told me you would try.”

      “It depends on work.”

      “My sister is coming at eleven. The cabinet has to be moved before then.”

      “What cabinet?”

      “The one we discussed on Sunday.”

      He looked toward the living room.

      “No,” Marisol said. “The other one.”
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      Rafael was arguing with a parking meter when Gabriel found him.

      “It’s asking for more,” he said.

      “That’s how they work.”

      “I’ve given it more. It’s asking again.”

      Gabriel leaned past him and pressed the green button. The machine produced a ticket.

      “I dislike that you enjoyed it,” Rafael said.

      “You made it easy.”

      They walked toward the square. A boy on a bicycle was circling the bandstand while his mother tried to photograph a younger child beside it. Each time the camera rose, the bicycle passed through the frame. Gabriel watched the mother lower the phone and say the boy’s name without raising her voice. He stopped at once.

      “That’s authority,” Rafael said.

      “You sound envious.”

      “I am.”

      He was wearing a dark shirt with the collar open. Gabriel had spent too long deciding whether to wear something similar and had finally chosen the first shirt he took out. Now he wished he had ironed it. Rafael seemed not to notice the crease along his sleeve, or had the courtesy to pretend he did not.

      At the edge of the square, a stall was selling old records beside phone cases. Rafael stopped to examine an album with a cracked sleeve.

      “My uncle had this,” he said.

      “Everybody’s uncle had that.”

      “Mine played it very loudly.”

      “So did everybody’s uncle.”

      Rafael turned the sleeve over. The vendor, encouraged, told them the record was in excellent condition. Rafael eased it halfway out and showed him a scratch that crossed two tracks.

      “Not those songs,” the vendor conceded.

      Gabriel laughed. Rafael asked the price anyway.

      “Do you own a record player?” Gabriel asked.

      “No.”

      “That may be a difficulty.”

      “I could buy one.”

      “For a record that doesn’t work?”

      “Part of it works.”

      He put it back with a care the vendor had not used and thanked him. As they walked away, Gabriel asked whether his uncle still lived nearby.

      “He died when I was at university. He used to let me drive his car before I had a license.”

      “Did you crash it?”

      “He let me believe I was good at it. Then he’d drive us home and show me the marks I’d left on the tires.”

      Gabriel pictured him younger, concentrating behind a steering wheel while someone teased him. It was easier to picture than the Rafael in the newspaper photographs.

      “What?” Rafael asked.

      “Nothing. I was trying to imagine you taking criticism.”

      “From an uncle, occasionally.”

      The evening was still hot. Water from a recently washed sidewalk had collected along the curb, and they stepped around it together. Their shoulders touched. Neither moved away quickly.

      “I was afraid you’d cancel,” Rafael said.

      “Why?”

      “You went quiet.”

      “I worked yesterday.”

      “That wasn’t a complaint.”

      “It sounded slightly like a complaint.”

      “Then it was a very small one.”

      Gabriel smiled. “I was asleep when you wrote. When I woke up, I thought answering at three in the morning might seem presumptuous.”

      “You could have tried.”

      At the restaurant, the host led them to a table beside an open doorway. A fan moved air from the kitchen into the dining room. Gabriel could smell onions browning. He realized he was hungry enough to become unreasonable if they spent twenty minutes discussing what to order.

      Rafael noticed him looking toward a server.

      “Would you like me to stop talking until they bring bread?”

      “That would be sensible.”

      “Now I understand why you chose medicine. Meals delivered to a room.”

      “We eat standing up.”

      They ordered quickly. Rafael asked for an extra appetizer and pushed it toward Gabriel when it came, then began talking before Gabriel could thank him.

      He had bought six books on a recent trip and read half of one. Gabriel asked what had happened to the other half.

      “It became a discussion of agricultural policy.”

      “Was it a book about agricultural policy?”

      “Eventually.”

      “What did you think you were buying?”

      “There was a house on the cover.”

      Gabriel laughed with food in his mouth and had to reach for a napkin.

      “You judge books by the architecture.”

      “I’m told there are worse systems.”

      He described the house so precisely that Gabriel began to suspect he had spent more time looking at the cover than reading the pages. It had a long enclosed porch and a roof that would be expensive to repair. Rafael wanted to know who would build something that difficult to maintain in a place with so much rain.

      “Somebody who planned to leave it to their children,” Gabriel said.

      “That sounds familiar.”

      The server brought their main courses. Rafael shifted his plate to make room for Gabriel’s, moving the water glass before it could be knocked over. He did it without interrupting himself.

      “What do you actually do?” Gabriel asked.

      “For work?”

      “You’ve told me what you studied.”

      “Property. Operating budgets. Arguments about why a building needs a roof when it had one last year.”

      “For all the companies?”

      “For some. My aunt has the others.”

      “And your father?”

      Rafael cut a piece of food. “My father has opinions about everything.”

      “Does he run them?”

      “He makes the decisions he wants to make. We deal with the consequences.”

      Gabriel waited. Rafael ate, then set down his fork.

      “You read about us.”

      “Yes.”

      “What did you read?”

      “Enough to ask.”

      “That could mean anything.”

      “So could your answer.”

      At the next table, someone began telling a story loudly enough for the room to hear. Rafael glanced toward the voice and back.

      “There are people who work for us every day. They manage buildings, repair equipment. Their work is real.”

      “I didn’t say it wasn’t.”

      “I know what you’re asking.”

      “Then answer it.”

      Rafael looked at him. Gabriel felt the evening narrow around the table.

      “I came because I like you,” Rafael said.

      Gabriel put down his fork.

      “I like you, Rafael. I’m still asking where the money comes from.”

      Rafael did not smile or reach for his hand. He did not answer.

      Gabriel took a drink of water.

      “I’d begun to worry,” Rafael said.

      “Don’t make it a joke yet.”

      “All right.”

      They ate for a while. Gabriel could hear the other table’s story reaching a point that required everyone to laugh. He was angry at Rafael and disappointed in himself for wanting the evening back so quickly.

      Rafael turned his glass a quarter of the way around.

      “You asked me something in the café,” he said. “About whether I meant to stay after university.”

      “Yes.”

      “I was living with someone. He thought we were going to find an apartment together when the lease ended.”

      “What did you think?”

      “I thought I could go home for a few months and still be living with him.”

      “Did you say that?”

      “I said I’d be back.”

      Gabriel waited.

      “Every time there was a date to come back, somebody needed me. Or I said they did. He got tired of keeping the apartment ready for somebody who arrived with an overnight bag.”

      “Did you want to go back?”

      “Yes.”

      “But you didn’t.”

      “No.”

      Rafael picked up his fork again. “He kept the good coffee machine.”

      “Now you can make it a joke.”

      “I hoped so.”

      Gabriel told him about Adrian. They had both been physicians, which at first seemed convenient. Neither needed an explanation for being tired. Neither took a canceled dinner personally until they began canceling dinners that did not need to be canceled.

      “He said I gave him instructions when he was upset.”

      “Did you?”

      “Yes. Usually quite good ones.”

      Rafael laughed. “That must have helped.”

      “I could hear myself doing it. I’d decide I wasn’t going to, and then he’d describe something difficult, and there would be a perfectly obvious solution.”

      “Did you ever keep it to yourself?”

      “Occasionally. He said my face still told him I had one.”

      Rafael studied his face with exaggerated care.

      “What?” Gabriel said.

      “I’m learning.”

      They stayed after the plates were cleared. Gabriel declined dessert, then accepted half of Rafael’s when it arrived. This one required no explanation on the menu. Rafael accused him of only participating when the risk was low.

      Outside, the square had filled with families. Somebody had set a small speaker on the bandstand steps. A woman was singing along to it with enough confidence to draw a few listeners. The boy on the bicycle had gone home.

      They walked slowly around the far side of the square, where the trees interrupted the light from the storefronts. Rafael stopped to let an older couple pass on the narrow sidewalk. Gabriel stopped with him.

      For a moment they were close enough that Gabriel could see a small damp place at the base of Rafael’s throat. Rafael looked at his mouth. Gabriel felt himself smile before he decided to.

      “Rafael.”

      Sloan stood beside a parked car, one hand resting on its roof.

      Rafael stepped back. It was not a large movement. Gabriel felt the space it left.

      “Your father’s been trying to reach you,” Sloan said.

      “I’ll call him.”

      “He asked me to find you.”

      “Then you’ve found me.”

      Sloan’s eyes moved briefly to Gabriel. “Good evening, Doctor.”

      “Gabriel is fine.”

      “Long week?”

      “It’s over.”

      “I thought you worked weekends.”

      “Some of them.”

      Sloan nodded as though this confirmed something he had been told. Gabriel looked at Rafael, who had taken out his phone. He checked the screen and put it away.

      “I said I’d call,” Rafael told Sloan.

      “Why don’t we walk to the car?”

      “My car is on the other street.”

      “I can bring you back.”

      Two women passed between Sloan and the curb. He moved courteously out of their way, then returned to the same place.

      Gabriel waited for Rafael to say no.

      “I’ll call you,” Rafael said to him.

      “Will you?”

      Rafael’s face changed. “Yes.”

      Sloan had opened the passenger door. He did not look impatient.

      Rafael got into the car. Sloan wished Gabriel a good night before walking around to the driver’s side.

      Gabriel stayed under the tree until they turned the corner. Then he went to collect his own car, passing the restaurant where a server was wiping the table they had used.

      His phone sounded before he reached the parking lot.

      I’m sorry.

      He put it back in his pocket.
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      At home he changed his shirt, left it on the bed, and returned to hang it up because he disliked the evidence of waiting. He put on a program he had already seen and missed the beginning while checking his phone.

      Rafael called at ten forty.

      “Are you home?”

      “Yes.”

      “So am I.”

      Gabriel turned off the television.

      “Did you get your car?”

      “Yes.”

      There was a pause. Gabriel heard water running briefly at Rafael’s end, then stopping.

      “I’m sorry,” Rafael said.

      “You said that.”

      “I know.”

      “Does he often collect you?”

      “Victor?”

      “Is there somebody else?”

      “No.”

      Gabriel stood and walked to the kitchen. The light above the sink was the only one on.

      “I’m not interested in fitting an evening between instructions from men I haven’t agreed to spend it with.”

      “I left you there.”

      “You sound as if you’re trying to get me off the phone.”

      Rafael was quiet long enough that Gabriel began to regret the sentence.

      “I’m not,” he said. “I knew what it looked like while I was doing it.”

      “Then why?”

      “My father wanted me. I thought if I went, it would finish.”

      “Did it?”

      “Not especially.”

      Gabriel leaned against the counter.

      “I nearly kissed you.”

      “I know.”

      “I’m irritated that you know.”

      “I nearly kissed you too.”

      Gabriel closed his eyes for a moment.

      “I can’t promise my family will stop calling,” Rafael said.

      “I didn’t ask you to.”

      “I can promise I’ll tell you when I have to answer.”

      “And then you’ll leave me standing there again?”

      “No. I don’t want that either.”

      Neither spoke. Gabriel could hear a door close somewhere in Rafael’s apartment building.

      “I’d like to see you tomorrow,” Rafael said. “I’m helping Javier in the morning. After that.”

      “Helping him with what?”

      “Some things at work. He’s leaving.”

      Gabriel thought of the man in the waiting room. He had not treated him or opened his chart. He knew only the way Rafael had turned each time the inner door moved.

      “Will it take long?”

      “I hope not.”

      “Call when you’re finished.”

      “I will.”

      They stayed on the phone. Rafael asked whether he had eaten the last bite of dessert or left it to look disciplined. Gabriel said he had left it because Rafael had been looking away and he did not want to seem greedy.

      “You failed.”

      “Next time I’ll order my own.”

      “You’ll still want mine.”

      “Probably.”

      After they hung up, Gabriel stood in the kitchen for a while without turning on another light.

      His father called as he was brushing his teeth.

      “Is it urgent?” Gabriel asked, after rinsing his mouth.

      “Did you see Rafael tonight?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did he mention Javier Mena?”

      Gabriel set down the toothbrush.

      “Why?”

      “I need to know whether Mena’s been in contact with anyone.”

      “Then ask him.”

      “I’m asking you whether Rafael said anything.”

      “I’m not doing this.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Reporting a conversation I had on a date.”

      Tomás breathed out. Gabriel could picture him pinching the bridge of his nose.

      “This is serious.”

      “So is what I just said.”

      “Was Mena the man at the hospital?”

      “You know I’m not discussing hospital matters with you.”

      “I’m not asking for his medical history.”

      “Then you won’t mind asking somebody who can talk to you.”

      His father’s voice sharpened.

      “I’m trying to prevent a death.”

      Gabriel gripped the edge of the sink.

      “Then why are you calling your son instead of doing your job?”

      He heard movement at the other end, as if his father had stood or turned away from someone. He waited for an answer. The call ended.
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          SOMEONE HAS TO DECIDE

        

      

    

    
      Isabel arrived before the house lights had been switched off for the morning. She carried no handbag, only a folder and her reading glasses. Mateo knew from this that she intended to leave quickly and would not.

      He was at the kitchen table drinking coffee. Elena had gone back upstairs after waking with a headache. The woman who usually cooked on Sundays had not arrived.

      “Did you sleep?” he asked.

      “Enough.”

      She took a cup from the cabinet and poured coffee without asking whether it was fresh.

      “Tell me.”

      “The guarantee isn’t signed.”

      “Rafael will sign it.”

      “He’s had it since Monday.”

      “Then call him.”

      “I have called him. He wants to look at the accounts.”

      “He has the accounts.”

      “He wants to look at the ones the guarantee describes.”

      Mateo set his cup down.

      “Don’t start the morning being clever.”

      Isabel opened the folder. She had marked several pages with strips of paper. Nothing about the folder’s thickness reassured him. She brought more paper when the answer was getting smaller.

      “Salcedo won’t extend again,” she said. “Four million by the twentieth. That’s the last two shipments.”

      “And if it isn’t there?”

      “Then he takes the freight company. The yard, the trucks, the drivers. He’s already had someone out to value it.”

      Mateo did not answer.

      “And the people who were willing to stand behind us last month,” she said, “are now asking what they get if we fail.”

      “They get what we agree to give them.”

      “They have other people to work with.”

      “So do we.”

      “Not by the twentieth.”

      He took the sheet she offered. The figures were familiar. What had changed was the column beside them, showing when each sum had to leave. He disliked dates in a woman’s handwriting more than he disliked numbers. Numbers could be discussed. Dates meant somebody else had begun deciding how much time he had.

      “What about the property sale?”

      “The buyer wants proof we can release it cleanly.”

      “Then give him proof.”

      “We don’t have it.”

      He looked up.

      Isabel drank her coffee. She did not look away.

      “Who have you spoken to?” he asked.

      “The people you asked me to speak to.”

      “Names.”

      She gave him two. He knew both men. One had been deferential at a dinner the previous winter, grateful to be seated close enough for Mateo to hear him. The other had sent a gift when Elena’s mother died. They were now discussing terms through Isabel as though Mateo were a problem she might solve for them.

      “And what did you offer?”

      “I asked for time.”

      “In exchange?”

      “I haven’t agreed to anything.”

      He studied her face. She had the same straight nose as their mother, the same impatient way of lifting her chin when she thought a conversation was taking too long. As children they had been mistaken for each other from behind, before he grew broad and she learned to hold herself very still.

      “You’re thinking about an agreement.”

      “I think about a great many things. That’s why you call me before dawn.”

      He pushed the sheet toward her. “Nothing goes out without my approval.”

      “Then be available to give it.”

      “I’m available now.”

      She took a pen and circled a figure. He looked at it until she withdrew the pen. He did not initial it.

      “The company wages are late,” she said. “Again.”

      “They’ll be paid.”

      “People have heard that before.”

      “We kept those people working when other companies closed.”

      “Yes. They still need to be paid this month.”

      Mateo pushed the paper back. When they were children, Isabel had waited for their father outside the repair shop with a school bag almost as large as she was. Their father would be under a truck that belonged to a man who had not paid for the previous repair. The man would arrive in another vehicle, laugh, slap their father’s shoulder, and leave with both trucks.

      Mateo had hated the laughing most.

      He could remember the first payment he received for work nobody wrote down. Cash, all of it his. He had taken it home and watched his mother pay a bill without counting the money twice. Years later, when Isabel came to him with a plan for organizing the accounts, she had said he was making too many promises because he enjoyed being the person who could keep them.

      Now she was putting those promises in columns.

      Damián arrived through the side entrance. He had shaved recently; a small cut at his jaw was still red.

      “Morning,” he said.

      Isabel did not offer him coffee. He poured his own and sat at the end of the table.

      “Javier is meeting Rafael today,” he said.

      “I know,” Mateo said.

      “He expects to settle his pay and leave.”

      “That is what Rafael told me.”

      “Other people know.”

      “Which people?”

      “The people who work beside him. The ones who think that if he can ask, they can ask.”

      Isabel closed the folder.

      “He has been useful to us for years.”

      “He has been paid for years,” Damián said.

      “Not everything he’s owed.”

      He looked at her. “Is that what you think the problem is?”

      Mateo lifted a hand. Both stopped.

      “What has he said to the lawyer?”

      Damián shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      “Then don’t pretend you do.”

      “I know he’s frightened enough to talk.”

      “Because somebody made him frightened,” Isabel said.

      Damián turned toward her. “You asked that the accounts be finished.”

      “I asked for accounts.”

      Mateo stood. “We’re not doing this in the kitchen.”

      From upstairs came the sound of a door opening. He looked toward the hall.

      “Wait in the office.”

      Damián took his cup. Isabel gathered the papers but left the folder on the table. Mateo knew she would want him to look at it again.

      Damián’s phone sounded as he reached the doorway. He checked it and frowned.

      “Something?” Mateo asked.

      “My son. He’s lost the keys to the car.”

      “Where?”

      “If he knew, he wouldn’t have lost them.”

      Mateo looked at him. Damián corrected his tone.

      “He’s at home. He wants me to tell him where the spare is.”

      “Tell him.”

      Damián stepped into the hall. Mateo heard him say the boy’s name sharply, then lower his voice. He was trying to get him to remember what he had done when he came into the house.

      Isabel waited until he had moved farther away.

      “He’s been asking for more authority.”

      “He’s earned responsibility.”

      “He thinks those are the same thing.”

      Mateo looked toward the hall. Damián was telling his son not to wake his mother.

      “He knows who makes the decisions.”

      “Then make sure he keeps knowing.”

      She took her coffee and went to the office ahead of him. Damián ended the call and followed. Before he disappeared through the doorway, he rubbed a hand over the cut on his jaw.

      Elena came down slowly, one hand against the rail. She wore the old robe he had tried to replace two Christmases ago. The new one remained in its box.

      “Are they here already?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      She went to the sink and filled a glass.

      “Your head?”

      “Better.”

      “You should go back to bed.”

      “I’m going to my cousin’s at ten.”

      “Why?”

      “The lunch. I told you.”

      He had forgotten. It was the cousin whose husband had died in February. Elena had been visiting her regularly and returning annoyed by the relatives who offered advice but did not visit.

      “Today?”

      “Today.”

      “I have people here.”

      “I see that.”

      He watched her drink. She set the glass down and pressed two fingers against the back of her neck.

      “I’ll send the car,” he said.

      “I have a car.”

      “Then I’ll come later.”

      “Don’t tell her that unless you mean it.”

      She sat in the place Isabel had left. Her eyes moved over the figures before she turned the page facedown.

      “Is Rafael coming?”

      “I spoke to him last night.”

      “Shall I have them set a place for him?”

      “He has something to do this morning.”

      “He always has something to do.”

      Mateo looked toward the window. Beyond the glass, the pool was still dark. When Rafael was little, he had been afraid of the deep end and ashamed of being afraid. Mateo had stood in the water holding out his arms while the boy moved along the edge, looking for a shallower place to jump. He had waited much longer than Elena thought he would. When Rafael finally jumped, he landed almost on Mateo’s head.

      “He used to think I could catch him from anywhere,” Mateo said.

      Elena followed his gaze.

      “You usually did.”

      “Has he always been so afraid of disappointing people?”

      She looked at him over the rim of the glass.

      “He learned it somewhere.”

      He could have taken offense. Instead he reached for her hand. She let him hold it, though she did not move closer.

      “Come to the lunch,” she said. “Stay for an hour. Ask her about something other than the roof.”

      “She needs a roof.”

      “She knows.”

      From the office came Damián’s voice, too low for the words to carry. Mateo released Elena’s hand.

      She got up and took her glass to the sink. Before leaving, she moved Isabel’s folder away from the damp ring her cup had made.
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      The office smelled of the polish used on the cabinets. Mateo disliked the smell. Elena said he disliked anything that proved somebody had touched his things.

      Isabel stood by the window. Damián occupied the chair opposite the desk. He rose when Mateo entered.

      “Sit.”

      Mateo closed the door and went behind the desk.

      He had known Javier for nearly twenty years. Javier had been younger then than Rafael was now, with thick hair and an anxious determination to be useful. He had caught an error that saved Mateo money and refused an extra payment because he said catching errors was his job. Mateo had paid him anyway. Later, Javier had become less anxious about accepting things.

      Now he had told a lawyer enough to imagine a life outside the company. He would not stop there. Mateo had seen people begin by asking only for themselves, and then discover that every useful name improved the terms they were offered.

      “He won’t be leaving,” Mateo said.

      Isabel turned from the window.

      “Mateo.”

      He looked at Damián.

      “Have him killed.”

      Damián nodded once.

      “Yes.”

      Isabel came to the desk. “He has a ten-year-old boy.”

      “I know how old his boy is.”

      “Then think about him.”

      “I am thinking about the people who will be left if Javier talks.”

      “You’re thinking about one man making you afraid.”

      Damián looked down. Mateo waited until his sister saw him watching her.

      “Be careful,” he said.

      She put both hands on the desk.

      “This will make everything harder. The records will still be there. His wife will still know he wanted to leave. Rafael knows.”

      “Rafael knows what Javier told him.”

      “He will know more afterward.”

      Mateo looked toward the closed door. He had given the same instruction about Arturo fifteen years earlier. Different words, perhaps; he could no longer remember the words. He remembered making the decision. Arturo had been talking to Reyes. A discrepancy in one account had led to a question, and the answers had led to Arturo. There had been no other person for Mateo to blame for the order.

      Afterward, Isabel had brought him the cost of continuing payments to the widow. Elena had said they would cover the girl’s education. He had agreed to both without asking how much.

      Arturo’s name had returned to him at inconvenient times afterward. Once a contractor used it for his own son, calling across a building site, and Mateo turned before remembering. He had been annoyed by the small involuntary movement. He thought of the dead man less often as the years passed, though the payments continued.

      Javier had seen those payments. He knew which questions would interest Reyes’s people. Mateo looked at Isabel’s hands on the desk and wondered how much Javier had already made her explain.

      Damián had been younger then, eager enough to mistake permission for membership in the family. Mateo had corrected that misunderstanding more than once.

      “What happens to the reconciliation?” Isabel asked now. “Who answers for what Javier leaves unfinished?”

      “You do.”

      “With Rafael not signing?”

      “I will speak to Rafael.”

      She straightened. For a moment he thought she would leave without another word. Instead she took out her glasses and unfolded them.

      “I’ll need access to his work.”

      “You have it.”

      Damián rose.

      “And Rafael’s habit of putting himself in the middle?” he asked.

      Mateo’s hand closed on the arm of his chair.

      “My son is not to be touched.”

      “I’m saying he complicates things.”

      “Then work around the complication.”

      Damián met his eyes, then nodded. He left with the empty coffee cup, carrying it as carefully as if it belonged to him.

      Isabel remained.

      “You called me here about the guarantee,” Mateo said.

      “Yes.”

      “Then finish it.”

      She put on her glasses. He could see her reading the same line twice.
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      When they had gone, Mateo called the office to ask whether a payment to a mechanic had been released. The man had worked for them for eleven years and had a daughter beginning university. He had mentioned the tuition to Mateo in August without directly asking for help. Mateo had told him to send the invoice.

      The payment had not gone out.

      “Today,” he said.

      “It’s Sunday.”

      “Then make sure he knows it will be there tomorrow.”

      He ended the call and found a message from Rafael waiting beneath it.

      Meeting Javier this morning. I’ll call you after.

      The message had arrived while he was in the kitchen. He read it again, then called his son.

      Rafael answered over the sound of a car engine.

      “Where are you?” Mateo asked.

      “In Las Piedras.”

      “Come home.”

      “I’m meeting Javier.”

      “I read that. Come here first.”

      “He’s expecting me.”

      “I need to speak to you.”

      “We can speak afterward.”

      Mateo stood. Through the office window he could see Elena’s car being brought to the entrance. She had said she could drive herself.

      “Listen to me.”

      “I am listening.”

      “Then do what I’m telling you.”

      There was a pause. The engine noise diminished.

      “You said you would take care of it,” Rafael said.

      Mateo gripped the phone.

      “Is he safe?”

      “Rafael.”

      “I told him I’d be there.”

      “Listen to your father.”

      The line went dead.

      Mateo called Damián. He answered at once.

      “My son will be there.”

      “I understand.”

      “Say it.”

      “Rafael is not to be harmed.”
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          THE ACCOUNT LEFT OPEN

        

      

    

    
      Javier had chosen a table near the window. His coffee stood untouched beside a small blue folder. He had shaved around the dressing above his ear, leaving a patch of dark stubble that made the injury look older.

      “Did you eat?” Rafael asked.

      “Patricia made eggs.”

      “How is she?”

      “She thinks I should be home.”

      Rafael sat opposite him. The café was almost full. A server passed with four glasses held against her apron, calling toward the kitchen for someone to check an order. Near the counter, two boys were taking turns spinning on the same stool while their father pretended not to notice.

      Rafael had parked around the corner. After his father ended the call, he had sat in the car long enough for the engine to grow quiet. He could still turn toward the bridge. He had almost done it, then seen Javier through the café window, waiting with both hands resting on the blue folder.

      “I have the hours,” Javier said. “And the amount from the previous quarter.”

      “Let me see.”

      Javier opened the folder. The pages were ordinary payroll records, with a handwritten calculation clipped to the top. Rafael recognized Isabel’s initials on an earlier approval.

      “This shouldn’t be difficult.”

      “It has been.”

      “I’ll get an answer.”

      “That’s why I wanted you here.”

      The server stopped at the table. Rafael asked for coffee. Javier declined more and moved his cup toward the window.

      He took out his phone.

      “Andrés sent me this last night.”

      On the screen, a boy stood beside a heap of camping equipment in a garage. He was wearing a headlamp in broad daylight. Behind him, Patricia had one hand on her hip.

      “He’s packed for a month,” Rafael said.

      “It’s one night. Saturday. His cousin’s going too.”

      “Where?”

      “A place Patricia’s brother uses. The boys think they’re going into the wilderness. There’s a store ten minutes away.”

      “Does Andrés know that?”

      “He will when he needs batteries.”

      Javier looked at the picture another moment before putting the phone away.

      “I told him I’d take him before school started. I kept having work.”

      “You can still go.”

      “Yes.”

      Rafael turned a page. Javier put his hand on the folder, stopping him.

      “Tell me plainly.”

      Rafael looked up.

      “Am I going to be allowed to leave?”

      The door opened behind him. The bell. A chair scraping somewhere to his right.

      “Yes,” he began.

      The sound hit the room. Javier’s hand came off the folder and there was coffee on the window, running, and Rafael was standing, he did not remember standing, and Javier was against the wall with his face turned toward the table, and Rafael was reaching for him when the second one came.

      A hand in his collar. The floor. His shoulder struck a chair on the way down, and his palm slapped the tile beside a black shoe.

      “Stay down.”

      He turned his head. A gun, close. Behind it a mouth, and at the corner of the mouth a pale spot he would never afterward be sure about. Skin, or something caught there.

      “Salazar.”

      Rafael did not answer.

      “Stay there.”

      The bell sounded again. Somebody screamed only after the door had closed.

      Rafael crawled to Javier. He put a hand against his chest and then could not decide where to put the other. Javier’s eyes were open. Blood ran from beneath his shirt onto the seat.

      “Javier.”

      A woman was speaking into a phone. She gave the address twice, very clearly, while a child cried behind her.

      Rafael pressed where he thought he should press. Javier’s body moved under his hands, but he could not tell whether the movement came from Javier or from him.

      “Look at me.”

      He had said that to employees who were embarrassed, to a boyfriend who was angry. He could not make the words useful here.

      The server knelt beside him with a folded towel. Her hands shook as she offered it. Rafael took it and pressed harder. The blue folder had fallen under the table. Javier’s phone lay beside it, the screen still showing Andrés in the headlamp.

      Someone pulled at Rafael’s shoulder.

      “Let them in.”

      He resisted until he saw the uniform. Then there were people between him and Javier, and he was being moved toward the back of the café. He kept trying to look around them.

      An officer asked his name. Rafael said it.

      The officer asked again, taking out a notebook.
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      He told the first officer that he did not know the gunman. He told the second that he had been facing the window. No, he had not seen a car. No, he had not heard anyone call the gunman by name.

      “What did he say to you?”

      “Stay down.”

      “Anything else?”

      “My surname.”

      “How would he know it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      The officer watched him for a moment, then wrote it down.

      Outside, people stood beyond the tape with their phones raised. Rafael recognized a woman who worked at the bank. She lowered her phone when she saw him looking.

      A medic examined his shoulder and the heel of his hand. There was blood on his sleeve that did not come from either injury. He kept turning his wrist to look at it.

      “Were you hit?”

      “No.”

      “Look at me. Anywhere else hurt?”

      He said no again. He could hear a police radio, then a voice asking people to move back. The café door opened and he tried to stand.

      “Sit for a minute,” the medic said.

      “Is he alive?”

      The medic looked toward the door.

      Rafael knew before anybody said it. He still waited for someone to use a different sentence.

      At the hospital, another physician checked him and cleaned the broken skin on his hand. Rafael asked for a bathroom. He washed until a nurse knocked to ask whether he was all right. The water had gone clear, but there was blood at the seam of his watchband. He took off the watch and put it in his pocket.

      A form was set in front of him. He wrote Rafael and could not make the second word follow it. The pen scratched a dark line through the space where the name should have gone.

      The woman at the desk took the form back without comment and gave him another. He stared at the blank space until she asked whether he would prefer to tell her the information.

      He knew his address. He had used it on forms for years. When she asked for the apartment number, he gave the number of the house in Santa Lucía.

      “That’s the other address,” he said.

      “We can correct it.”

      His phone was in a clear bag with the things removed while he was being examined. It began to vibrate against the plastic. He could not see who was calling without taking it out.

      “Do you need to get that?”

      “No.”

      It stopped and began again.

      The woman waited while he found the apartment number. She read the address back to him. He confirmed it, then asked whether he could change the person to contact in an emergency.

      “Of course. Who would you like?”

      He looked at the bag.

      “Leave it,” he said.

      A detective sat with him in a small room near the entrance. He gave his name and asked whether Rafael wanted water.

      “I’ve had water.”

      “All right.”

      The detective pulled a chair closer, leaving enough space between them that Rafael could see the door.

      “Why were you meeting Mr. Mena?”

      “To discuss pay he was owed.”

      “Was he leaving the company?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you know he’d been assaulted earlier in the week?”

      “I brought him here.”

      “What did he tell you about that?”

      Rafael repeated Javier’s account of the men who took nothing. The detective waited for him to finish.

      “Did you believe him?”

      “I believed somebody had hurt him.”

      “Did you believe it was a robbery?”

      Rafael looked at his hand. The dressing was too white against the rest of him.

      “He was afraid of people at work.”

      “Who?”

      “He mentioned Damián Cruz.”

      The detective wrote the name down.

      “Did Mr. Cruz threaten him in your presence?”

      “No.”

      “Did anybody?”

      “No.”

      “Who knew about the meeting today?”

      Rafael could hear his father asking whether Patricia was leaving too. He saw the pear on the plate, the strip of peel.

      “My aunt knew he wanted his pay settled. His wife knew we were meeting.”

      “Anybody else?”

      “I don’t know who he told.”

      The detective looked up. Rafael waited for the next question.
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      Patricia opened the door before he knocked. It was Tuesday morning. He had tried to come Monday and spent twenty minutes parked at the end of the street before leaving.

      Elena had arrived ahead of him. Her car was at the curb, the driver standing beside it with his hands loosely clasped.

      Patricia let Rafael in without touching him.

      The living room smelled of flowers and coffee that had been kept warm too long. A woman he did not know stood when he entered, then sat again. Elena was on the sofa, holding her handbag on her lap.

      A cream envelope lay on the low table.

      “Patricia,” Rafael said.

      She looked at the envelope rather than at him.

      “Your mother says this is from the family.”

      Elena began to explain.

      “I heard you.”

      The room went quiet. Rafael could hear a television in another part of the house, turned low.

      Patricia picked up the envelope. She had not opened it. She placed it on Elena’s handbag.

      “What was Javier owed?”

      Rafael took the blue folder from the bag he had brought. The police had kept the original papers from the café; these were copies Celia had sent him.

      “I’m working out the amount.”

      “He worked it out.”

      “I know.”

      “Then what are you working out?”

      He had no answer that would improve what he had already said.

      Elena reached for Patricia’s hand. Patricia stepped back.

      “He told me you were going to be there,” she said to Rafael.

      “Yes.”

      “He said they wouldn’t do anything with you there.”

      Rafael felt the pressure of the gun near his face. He kept his eyes on Patricia.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Why did you get to leave?”

      Elena rose. “He tried to help him.”

      “I asked him.”

      Rafael could see into the hallway. A rolled sleeping bag stood beside a pair of shoes. The headlamp from the photograph lay on top, its strap loose.

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” he said.

      Patricia looked toward the hallway too. When she spoke again, her voice was lower.

      “Then leave the papers.”

      He set the folder on the table. His mother took the envelope when she stood, slipping it back into her bag with both hands.

      Outside, Elena asked whether he had somewhere to go.

      “Yes.”

      “Come home tonight.”

      “I’m staying here.”

      “Your father wants to see you.”

      Rafael walked to his car. She did not follow him.
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      Celia had put Javier’s reconciliation on a separate screen so Rafael could see it without sitting at Javier’s desk.

      The desk itself remained as he had left it. A cardigan hung on the chair. Someone had watered the plant beside the window, and a small amount had overflowed into the saucer.

      “His login is closed,” Celia said. “These are the copies on the shared drive.”

      Rafael nodded.

      “He asked me to preserve the earlier version when they sent the revision.”

      “Have you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.”

      She clicked through the schedule. He recognized figures from the guarantee Isabel had given him. A payment had been described differently in the new version. Beneath it was the Varela account.

      “Can you open that?”

      Celia did. Years of monthly entries filled the screen. The amount changed at intervals. The recipient’s name did not.

      “Inés Varela,” Rafael read.

      “She has the alterations place on Laredo Street.”

      “You know her?”

      “She shortened a dress for my sister.”

      Rafael looked at the authorizations. Several were his. He remembered approving a group of payments while waiting for a flight, his aunt asking whether he could deal with them before boarding. The Varela account had been included without a separate question.

      “What was the original basis?”

      Celia brought up a scanned page. The wording referred to a survivor benefit. Arturo Varela’s name appeared beneath it.

      Rafael remembered a man correcting a column of figures while he sat beside him after school. Arturo had smelled of tobacco even when he was not smoking. Once, he had shown Rafael how to find an error without beginning the whole calculation again.

      “What happened to him?” Celia asked.

      “He died.”

      She waited.

      “In Mexico. Years ago.”

      “The review log asks for the reason we’re opening the old account. What should I put?”

      “Review requested by me.”

      “Do you want me to approve the new reconciliation?”

      “No.”

      “Isabel said it needs to be closed.”

      “Leave the disputed entries as they are.”

      Celia took her hand off the mouse.

      “Can you send that in an email?”

      He looked at her, then took out his phone.

      She waited until it arrived before closing the screen.
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      Gabriel brought food in containers that did not need to be returned.

      “I didn’t know what you’d eaten,” he said.

      “Nothing useful.”

      “That narrows it down.”

      He put the bag on the counter and asked where the plates were. Rafael showed him. Gabriel did not mention that clean dishes were already drying beside the sink, where Rafael had washed things simply to have something to do.

      They ate at the small table. Rafael could manage only a few bites. Gabriel ate enough for the meal to continue without becoming a discussion of his appetite.

      “Did you work today?” Rafael asked.

      “Yes.”

      “How was it?”

      Gabriel told him about a broken door in the staff room that had trapped a supervisor for twelve minutes. Nobody had been in a hurry to fix it until someone realized the supervisor had the schedule for next month.

      Rafael tried to smile. Gabriel did not wait for him to succeed.

      After a while Rafael put down his fork.

      “I told him it would be safe.”

      Gabriel remained still.

      “He wouldn’t have come if I hadn’t said I’d be there.”

      “Did you know someone was going to hurt him?”

      “No.”

      The answer was true. Rafael held on to it while Gabriel moved his glass away from the edge of the table.

      “I thought I could get him out.”

      Gabriel looked at him, then at the food.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “All right.”

      They sat without speaking. In the apartment above them, someone rolled something heavy across the floor.

      Rafael’s phone began to ring. His father’s name filled the screen.

      He watched it until the call stopped. A few seconds later it began again.

      Gabriel did not look at the name.

      “Do you want me to move it where you can’t reach it?”

      “Yes.”
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          WHAT HE IS ASKING

        

      

    

    
      Tomás was waiting beside Gabriel’s car when he came out of the hospital.

      He had brought coffee. Gabriel could see two cups on the roof of his father’s vehicle, one with a lid that had not been pressed down properly.

      “You could have called,” he said.

      “I was nearby.”

      “I need to go home. What is it?”

      His father handed him the intact cup.

      “How is he?”

      “Who?”

      “Don’t do that.”

      Gabriel held the coffee without drinking. He had spent most of the night on his feet. The prospect of sitting in his car and closing the door had sustained him through the last hour of work.

      “Rafael is having a difficult time.”

      “I imagine he is.”

      Tomás picked up the other cup. Coffee ran from beneath the loose lid onto his fingers. He swore softly and looked for somewhere to put it down.

      Gabriel took a packet of tissues from his car and handed it to him.

      “Has he said anything about talking?” his father asked.

      “He talked to the police.”

      “I know what he told the police.”

      “Then why are you asking me?”

      “Because there may be things he wasn’t ready to say.”

      A hospital employee walked past and greeted Gabriel. He answered, waiting until she was out of earshot.

      “I’m not questioning him for you.”

      “I didn’t say question him.”

      “What would you call it?”

      “Helping him understand that there are people who can do something.”

      Gabriel set the untouched coffee on the roof of his car.

      “You called me the night before Javier died.”

      His father’s expression tightened.

      “I remember.”

      “You said you were trying to prevent a death.”

      “I was.”

      “Did you speak to him?”

      “I can’t discuss that with you.”

      “But you want me to discuss Rafael.”

      “I want him to stop withholding things that could keep somebody else alive.”

      Gabriel looked across the lot. A woman was helping an older man into a car, holding the door with her hip while he found the seat. He wanted to go over and help them. It would be easier than standing here.

      “You have his number,” he said.

      “He trusts you.”

      “I’m not asking you to betray him,” Tomás said.

      “You want me to get him talking and bring it back to you.”

      “He won’t answer us, Gabriel. He answers you.”

      Gabriel opened his car door.

      “There may be another employee next,” Tomás said. “Someone who doesn’t have Rafael Salazar’s name.”

      Gabriel stopped. His father’s face was drawn, the skin beneath his eyes darker than Gabriel remembered from the previous week.

      “Then call Rafael,” he said. “Tell him that yourself.”

      He got into the car. Tomás took the coffee off the roof before Gabriel could drive away.
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      He slept badly and returned to work irritable enough that Maya avoided him for the first hour. Later, when the department was briefly quieter, he found a nurse named Ana trying to exchange a shift on the phone.

      “My mother’s appointment moved,” she explained after hanging up. “They told her yesterday.”

      “When is it?” Gabriel asked.

      She told him.

      “You could switch with Miguel. He said he wanted more weekends off. Then ask scheduling to move the following week so you don’t end up doing too many together.”

      “I’ve spoken to Miguel.”

      “What about Karen?”

      “She’s away.”

      “Then go straight to the supervisor.”

      “I have explained.”

      Maya came around the desk carrying a chart.

      “Ana asked if I could cover the last hour while she makes calls,” she said. “Can you take my discharge in four?”

      “Yes.”

      “Thank you.”

      Ana went into the staff room. Gabriel waited until the door closed.

      “I was trying to help.”

      “I noticed.”

      “She has options.”

      Maya didn’t answer.

      He looked at Maya. She held out the chart.

      “Room four. I’ve got Ana covered.”

      He took it. An hour later he found Ana a phone charger after hers failed. She thanked him with considerably more warmth than she had thanked him for his plan.

      On his break he called a lawyer he knew through a hospital committee. He said he was looking for the name of an independent criminal defense attorney, someone experienced and careful. He gave no patient name. When she asked whether the person was in immediate custody, he said no.

      She suggested Nadia Solís.

      “Does she know your father?”

      The lawyer made a sound that might have been a laugh.

      “Most people in that work know of your father, Gabriel. That doesn’t make them his lawyers.”

      “I need someone who won’t be.”

      “Then call her office and ask about conflicts. Let the client do the rest.”

      He wrote the number on the back of an old appointment card. Later he copied it neatly onto a blank one and put it in his wallet.

      After work, he stopped at his parents’ house to return a dish. Marisol was alone, measuring a space beside the living-room window. A cabinet stood farther from the wall than it used to, leaving a strip of darker paint exposed.

      “Where’s Dad?”

      “At work.”

      “Did he help you move it?”

      “Nora and I managed.”

      Gabriel put the dish in the kitchen and came back. His mother had written a measurement on the back of an envelope.

      “You could have called me.”

      “You were sleeping.”

      “I could have come later.”

      “It’s moved, Gabriel.”

      He looked at the cabinet. A framed photograph of him and Nora had been placed on the floor beside it. Nora was missing a front tooth. He remembered the day because his father had taken them to a park and remained on the telephone while they tried to catch small fish in a plastic cup.

      “Dad came to see me at the hospital.”

      “I know.”

      “What did he tell you?”

      “That you were upset.”

      “Did he say why?”

      “He said you thought he was interfering.”

      Gabriel picked up the photograph and set it on the cabinet.

      “He wanted me to get Rafael to talk.”

      Marisol folded the measuring tape into its case.

      “Does Rafael know that?”

      “I’m going to tell him.”

      “Good.”

      He sat on the arm of the sofa. His mother looked toward the kitchen, then back at him.

      “I have a meeting in twenty minutes. I can stay a little longer if you want.”

      “What meeting?”

      “Some people from work. We’re planning a workshop for parents.”

      “Dad said you were thinking of cutting back.”

      “I said I was tired on Tuesday.”

      Gabriel looked up. She smiled slightly.

      “Go to your meeting,” he said.

      She kissed his forehead as she passed. At the door she asked him to lock up when he left. He stayed long enough to straighten the photograph, then moved it back to where he had first put it.
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      Rafael had bought enough ingredients for six people.

      “Were you expecting somebody else?” Gabriel asked.

      “I thought there might be leftovers.”

      “That’s six people.”

      Rafael looked at the grocery bags, then at the small kitchen. “I followed the list.”

      “Who made the list?”

      “A person on the internet who seemed confident.”

      Gabriel washed his hands and took out a cutting board. Rafael had chosen a recipe he remembered his mother making, although what he remembered most clearly was that she had not appeared to need a recipe.

      They disagreed over the size of the pan. Gabriel chose the larger one and immediately found that it did not sit evenly on the burner.

      “Your clinical confidence is reassuring,” Rafael said.

      “This is engineering. Ask my sister.”

      Rafael began chopping an onion with extreme care. The bandage on the heel of his hand had been replaced by a smaller dressing.

      “Does that hurt?” Gabriel asked.

      “It’s fine.”

      “I was asking, not offering to examine it.”

      Rafael looked up, then smiled. “A little.”

      “Do you want me to do that?”

      “No. You can find the spices.”

      Gabriel opened the wrong cabinet. It held three identical sets of wineglasses and one chipped mug.

      “Is this your apartment?”

      “The company’s. I use it.”

      “Does anyone cook here?”

      “We’re about to find out.”

      The spices were in a drawer, most of them unopened. Gabriel read the dates on two jars and decided not to pursue the matter. Rafael had begun humming under his breath. He stopped when he noticed Gabriel listening.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You made a face.”

      “I recognized the song. I didn’t expect you to.”

      “My mother played it in the car.”

      “So did mine.”

      They discovered they disagreed about the words to the chorus. Rafael was certain enough to sing his version, and Gabriel was certain enough to join in with another. Neither version survived a check on Gabriel’s phone.

      The pan began to smoke while they were arguing. Gabriel turned down the heat. Rafael lifted the lid too quickly and dropped it against the counter with a clang.

      For a second they stared at the food.

      “The list didn’t mention this,” Rafael said.

      Gabriel began to laugh. Rafael tried to defend the recipe, failed, and laughed with him, bending forward with his good hand against the counter.

      Then something shattered in the apartment next door.

      Rafael stopped. His shoulders rose. He turned toward the wall, still holding the lid.

      A voice called an apology. Another voice answered, irritated rather than frightened. Gabriel could hear someone sweeping.

      He turned off the burner.

      Rafael remained where he was. Gabriel set a glass of water on the counter within his reach and waited.

      After a while Rafael put the lid down.

      “Plate,” he said.

      “Sounds like it.”

      “I knew that.”

      Gabriel nodded.

      They opened a window. The air outside was warm and smelled faintly of somebody else’s dinner. Rafael took the glass and drank half of it.

      “We could order something,” Gabriel said.

      “No. Some of it survived.”

      They separated what could be eaten from what had attached itself permanently to the pan. Rafael apologized to the food. Gabriel told him it was too late to rebuild that relationship.

      At the table, they ate slowly. The meal was better than its appearance suggested. Rafael took a second helping, and Gabriel looked away so that he would not make it an achievement.

      “My father came to see me,” Gabriel said.

      Rafael set down his fork.

      “When?”

      “Yesterday morning. He asked whether you were ready to talk.”

      “I’ve talked.”

      “I told him that.”

      “What did he say?”

      Gabriel repeated the request, including the part about trust. He did not repeat the warning about another employee until Rafael asked whether that was all.

      Rafael looked toward the window.

      “He isn’t wrong about everything.”

      “No.”

      “Did you tell him anything?”

      “I said you were having a difficult time. That was all.”

      “Did you tell him you’d been here?”

      “No.”

      Rafael turned back. “Is that why you came tonight?”

      Gabriel felt the question more sharply than he had expected.

      “I came because I wanted to see you.”

      “All right.”

      “If I’m asking something for someone else, I’ll tell you. I won’t make you guess.”

      Rafael looked down at his plate. There was a burned piece of onion at the edge. He moved it with his fork, then stopped.

      “Javier wanted to leave. I thought I could arrange it.”

      “You thought they’d listen to you.”

      “I thought they’d pay him and let him go.”

      Gabriel waited. Rafael rubbed his forehead with the back of his wrist.

      “He told his wife it would be safe because I’d be there.”

      Gabriel had no useful answer. He had listened to people try to reconstruct the hour before an accident, the sentence before a fight. Usually someone wanted him to say that a different choice would have changed nothing. He could not say it here.

      Rafael pushed his plate away.

      “I went to see her. My mother brought money.”

      “Did she take it?”

      “No.”

      They sat quietly. A car alarm began outside, stopped, and began again.

      “I got a number,” Gabriel said. “For a lawyer.”

      Rafael’s face closed.

      “Not through my father. Through someone I know from the hospital committee. Her name is Nadia Solís.”

      “Have you spoken to her?”

      “No. I haven’t given anyone your name.”

      He took the card from his wallet and placed it on the table.

      Rafael read it without touching it.

      “What did the other lawyer tell you?”

      “To let the client do the rest.”

      “That sounds like good advice.”

      “I thought you’d appreciate that part.”

      Rafael smiled briefly. He stood and began carrying dishes to the sink. Gabriel joined him. When he reached for the pan, Rafael told him to leave it soaking.

      “It may outlive both of us.”

      “It deserves to.”

      There was a kitchen radio on the shelf above the microwave. Gabriel asked whether it worked.

      “The clock does. I’ve never persuaded it to do anything else.”

      Gabriel pressed a button and was rewarded with a burst of static. Rafael turned a knob until a voice emerged, talking about a car sale. He kept turning. Music came through, thin and slightly distorted.

      “That’ll do,” Gabriel said.

      “It sounds as if they’re singing from a well.”

      “It’s still better than us.”

      Rafael left it on. They worked with the music behind them, interrupted occasionally by a station from farther away. Gabriel could not follow all the words. Rafael supplied one when he asked and sang a line too softly for Gabriel to be certain he had heard it correctly.

      “You’re going to have to repeat that.”

      “No.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’ll remember it and use it against me.”

      Gabriel held out his wet hand for the towel. Rafael passed it to him, smiling without looking up.

      They washed the easier things. Gabriel dried.

      Rafael looked at the card, now beside the salt.

      “If I don’t call, will you still come over?”

      Gabriel set the towel down.

      “I want to see you.”

      “Will you come, Gabriel?”

      Gabriel looked at the card.

      “I can’t just sit here while you⁠—”

      “I’m not asking you to sit quietly. I’m asking you to come.”

      Gabriel looked at him. He had almost turned the question into something he could answer more safely.

      “Yes,” he said. “But I’ll still be worried.”

      “I can live with worried.”

      “We’ll see.”

      Rafael walked him to the door. Gabriel wanted to touch the back of his neck, to give him something that did not require a response. He kept his hand at his side.

      “Thank you for dinner,” he said.

      “That may be the first documented lie of the evening.”

      He opened the door. Rafael said, “Wait.”

      Gabriel turned.

      Rafael went back to the kitchen and picked up the card.
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          THE ALTERATIONS

        

      

    

    
      The bride’s mother wanted the zipper moved because it had become difficult to close.

      Inés laid the dress flat and looked at the seam allowance. There was almost nothing left to let out. Someone had already altered it once, badly, cutting away fabric that could have been useful.

      “I can move it,” she said. “You’ll have the same amount of dress.”

      The woman frowned.

      “There must be a way.”

      “There is a way. We need to add fabric. I can show you where.”

      “I don’t want it to look altered.”

      “Then we need time to find a good match.”

      “The wedding is tomorrow.”

      Inés looked up from the seam.

      The woman clasped her handbag more tightly. “I meant to bring it last week.”

      “Last week would have been better.”

      “Can’t you just move the zipper?”

      Inés took out a piece of chalk. She showed the woman where an insert could go and explained what it would cost. The woman listened with the expression of somebody being charged for the laws of nature.

      After she left, Inés hung the dress behind the counter and wrote the time on the ticket. Lucía, who had been pretending to read at the small table, looked up.

      “You could have said no.”

      “I did say no. She asked a different question.”

      “She asked the same question louder.”

      “Then I charged for volume.”

      Lucía laughed and returned to her book. A few minutes later she pushed an envelope across the table.

      “The electricity.”

      “I saw it.”

      “They added a fee.”

      “I saw that too.”

      “I can pay part.”

      “You can pay for the books you need.”

      “I already bought them.”

      “With what?”

      Lucía closed the book. “With money I earned.”

      Inés took the envelope and placed it under the appointment pad. Her daughter watched her do it.

      “I’m not ten.”

      “I know how old you are.”

      “Then let me pay the fee.”

      Before Inés could answer, Esteban came through the door carrying the step stool he had borrowed on Wednesday.

      “It’s developed a limp,” he said.

      “It had one when you took it.”

      “That’s a relief. I thought I’d have to explain myself.”

      He set it beside the fitting curtain. Inés pressed a foot against the lower step, felt it wobble, and folded a piece of cardboard beneath one leg.

      “Now it’s better.”

      “You should come look at my ceiling.”

      “Does it need hemming?”

      Lucía gathered her things. She kissed her mother’s cheek, accepted a reminder about lunch without promising to eat it, and left for class.

      Esteban watched her go.

      “She still planning to teach?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “My daughter says the paperwork is worse than the children.”

      “Lucía likes correcting things. She’ll be happy.”

      Inés picked up a pair of trousers and found a coin in the pocket. She put it in a small jar with the others. Esteban watched the routine without interrupting it.

      “She could do it somewhere else,” he said.

      Inés looked up.

      “The teaching. There are jobs away from here.”

      “I know.”

      “I wasn’t suggesting she should go.”

      “She might.”

      “Would you?”

      Inés turned the pocket inside out. There was a grocery receipt as well, softened by washing. She set it beside the coin jar.

      “I have work here.”

      “There’s work elsewhere.”

      “You sound like her.”

      He raised both hands and let them fall. Esteban had offered to introduce her to a cousin with commercial space in another town two years earlier. She had asked for the number and never called.

      “How’s your knee?” she asked.

      “Older than the rest of me.”

      “That would make it very old.”

      He pretended to object. She gave him the granddaughter’s skirt she had finished, folded in tissue so the pleats would hold.

      “She looks like you when she’s annoyed.”

      “She looks like her father.”

      He nodded and changed the subject. Inés was grateful enough to shorten his granddaughter’s skirt without charging him the last time he asked.

      When he had gone, she sat at the machine and finished a pair of school trousers. The knees had been repaired before. She left as much length inside the hem as she could.
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      Rafael Salazar came in while she was searching for matching thread.

      She knew him before he gave his name. The last time she had seen him in person, he had been seventeen, standing behind Elena at a doorway. Now he wore a watch that would pay several months of her rent. A small dressing covered part of his hand.

      “Señora Varela?”

      “Inés.”

      “I’m Rafael.”

      “I know.”

      He stood just inside the door. When he began to close it, she said, “Leave it open. It gets warm in here.”

      The air-conditioning was on. He left the door open.

      “I wanted to ask about the company payments.”

      She placed the thread on the counter.

      “What about them?”

      “I’ve been reviewing the account. Javier mentioned it before he died.”

      Inés had seen the news. She had also seen Javier’s wife coming out of the grocery store the previous afternoon, surrounded by people carrying bags she did not appear to want. She had stepped back into the store and waited by the carts until they left.

      “I’m sorry about Javier,” she said.

      Rafael looked at the floor.

      “So am I.”

      He took a folded page from an envelope. He did not place it on the counter until she nodded.

      The account title was familiar. Survivor benefit. She had wondered, the first time she saw it, whether the person who chose the wording knew how much it admitted.

      “Has there been a problem with the payments?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “Were you told why they started?”

      “My husband worked for your family.”

      “I remember him.”

      “Do you?”

      “He helped me with figures. When I was in school.”

      Arturo had mentioned that. The boy had been quick, he said, but impatient when the answer did not arrive as soon as he expected. Inés had forgotten until now.

      “He liked teaching people.”

      Rafael looked relieved. She looked down at the page again.

      “What do you want to know?”

      “The account has been moved between companies. Some of the descriptions changed. I’m trying to understand what it was meant to cover.”

      “It covered food. Rent. My daughter’s school.”

      “I meant the reason for it.”

      “Ask Isabel what she called it. I had bills to pay.”

      A truck went past outside with something loose rattling in its bed. Rafael waited for the sound to fade.

      “I didn’t understand what I was approving.”

      Inés turned the page toward him.

      “Which of these are yours?”

      He looked down. The printout showed several authorizations, abbreviated but legible.

      “Those two. And that one.”

      “What did you think you were approving?”

      “A benefit. For an employee’s family.”

      “Did you ask why it was paid this way?”

      “No.”

      She folded the edge of the paper back where it had been folded before.

      “Arturo wanted to leave. He had done things he thought he could explain if somebody would listen. He went to a man in Texas.”

      “A lawyer?”

      “An investigator.”

      Rafael’s hand moved toward the page and stopped.

      “Who?”

      “Tomás Reyes.”

      She watched the name reach him. He looked toward the open door as if someone might have heard it from the sidewalk.

      “You know him?”

      “I know his son.”

      “Then you know who I mean.”

      Rafael nodded.

      “Arturo became frightened. He said people were asking questions at work. He wanted to stop speaking to Reyes. He wanted us to go somewhere.”

      “Did Reyes know?”

      “Arturo told me he had told him.”

      “Did you speak to him yourself?”

      “I’m telling you what Arturo told me.”

      He lowered his eyes.

      “They killed him in Mexico,” she said. “I was here with Lucía. She was five. For a while I kept thinking that if I could get someone to explain the order of things, I could find where it had gone wrong.”

      She had not meant to say that last part. She reached for the thread and put it in the drawer, though it was still the wrong color.

      “Who brought the money?” Rafael asked.

      “Your aunt first. Your mother came later.”

      “What did they say?”

      “That I had a child to think about. That the company looked after its people.”

      “Did they threaten you?”

      Inés looked at him. The question was carefully made. He wanted a sentence with a particular shape.

      “A man came before your aunt. He knew which school Lucía attended. He told me it would be a pity if grief made me careless.”

      “Who was he?”

      “I didn’t know him.”

      “Could you recognize him?”

      “After fifteen years? Perhaps. Perhaps I would recognize someone who looked like him.”

      Rafael took a breath. She could see him trying not to hurry her into an answer.

      “Did you think my father was responsible?”

      “I thought about your father every time the money came.”

      He stood very still.

      “I don’t have a paper saying who ordered my husband killed,” she said. “If that’s what you came for, I can’t give it to you.”

      “I didn’t know what I came for.”

      “That I believe.”

      A customer stopped at the open door with a pair of trousers over his arm. Inés greeted him by name and said she would be a minute. He settled on the bench outside, relieved to have permission to look at his phone.

      Rafael put the account page back in its envelope.

      “May I come again?”

      “You can ask.”

      He nodded. At the door he turned.

      “I’m sorry I signed without asking.”

      The customer looked up. Inés held the door wider so Rafael could leave.
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      She measured the trousers twice because she no longer trusted the first measurement. The customer wanted them by Monday and was willing to pay for the hurry. She wrote the amount on the ticket before he could change his mind.

      After he left, she went into the small back room and sat on the box where she kept spare fabric. She had not told Rafael about the note. She had not told him how many times she had called after Arturo stopped answering, or what Tomás said when she finally reached him.

      She could still describe the room where she took that call. A rental kitchen, a chair pulled close enough to the counter that she could write. Lucía was asleep on the sofa. The television had no sound because Inés was afraid she would miss the phone.

      Tomás had said he was sorry. She had believed him. That was one of the things that had made the years afterward difficult to arrange in her mind.

      The bell sounded.

      Sloan was standing by the counter when she came out. He had picked up one of her business cards and was reading both sides.

      “Busy?”

      “It’s Friday.”

      “So it is.”

      He put the card down. She had seen him before at a foundation event where Elena insisted she bring Lucía. He had remembered her name then too.

      “I’m checking a few company matters. We saw an inquiry on the old account.”

      “Rafael came.”

      “Yes. Celia entered the review request.”

      He said it casually, looking at the rows of thread on the wall.

      “Are you having financial difficulties?”

      “Nothing unusual.”

      “You should tell us if you are.”

      “Who is us?”

      “People who can help.”

      He took a page from a slim folder and laid it on the counter. The top showed the next payment. Beneath it was an acknowledgment line.

      “Just so the record is complete.”

      She read the first paragraph. It described the payment as voluntary assistance and referred to earlier arrangements without naming them.

      “I’ll read it.”

      “Of course.”

      He placed a pen beside it.

      “In my own time.”

      His smile thinned, then returned.

      “It doesn’t change anything.”

      “Then it can wait.”

      He rested his hand on the counter. She could see a pale circle at the base of his ring finger, though he wore no ring.

      “We’ve been trying to keep things simple for you.”

      “I’ve managed the shop myself.”

      “I can see that.”

      The bell sounded again. The bride’s mother had returned carrying a length of fabric in a plastic bag.

      “The woman at the store says this matches.”

      Inés took it out and held it against the dress. It did not match. She could have kissed the woman for bringing it.

      Sloan picked up his pen.

      “Send the acknowledgment when you’ve had time.”

      She did not promise. He wished both women a good afternoon and left.

      The bride’s mother watched him go.

      “Is he your landlord?”

      “No.”

      “He has the manner.”

      Inés smoothed the fabric across the counter. “Let’s see what we can do with this.”
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      At four, she locked the shop for ten minutes and brought the old tin from the back room. It had once held cookies Arturo bought at a supermarket because Lucía liked the picture on the lid. The picture had worn away where Inés’s thumb pressed it open.

      Inside were folded papers and photographs that had never been put in an album. She set the photographs aside. There was Arturo on a beach, his shirt still on because he burned easily, holding Lucía by both hands while a small wave reached her feet.

      The note was on a piece of unlined paper. He had left it with her before the last trip. At the time she had been angry that he wrote what he should have said aloud. Later she had read it until she knew where his pen had run out and begun again.

      Her own record of the calls was on the back of an old calendar. Dates, times, fragments written while somebody spoke. One number had been crossed out and rewritten so heavily that it had torn the paper.

      She heard the key in the front door.

      Lucía came in with her bag over one shoulder.

      “They canceled the last class.”

      Inés reached for the photographs, then stopped. Her daughter had already seen the note.

      “What’s that?”

      “Your father’s.”

      Lucía put down her bag. She touched the edge of the beach photograph without picking it up.

      “Why have you got it out?”

      “Someone came to ask about him.”

      “Who?”

      “Rafael Salazar.”

      Lucía looked at the payment papers beside the tin. Inés watched her read the company name.

      “Is that where the school money came from?”

      Inés took Sloan’s notice from beneath the dress and placed it beside the older papers.
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          A HISTORY OF PAYMENTS

        

      

    

    
      The line for the bridge was already long when Rafael reached it on Saturday morning. He had slept badly and left early, hoping that arriving before lunch would keep his mother from making the visit into a meal.

      A family in the car ahead passed a bag of food from the front seat to the back. A child’s hand emerged from the rear window, opening and closing in the hot air. Rafael watched it until the car moved.

      He had called Gabriel after leaving Inés’s shop. Not to tell him. He had wanted to hear his voice before he said the name Tomás Reyes and changed the conversation. Gabriel had been working and sent a message later asking whether everything was all right.

      Rafael had answered that he would explain when they saw each other.

      Now he drove toward his father’s house with Inés’s words still in his head. She had thought about Mateo every time the money arrived. Rafael had approved some of those payments between emails about leaking roofs and a tenant’s request for more parking. He remembered being annoyed by how many authorizations required his attention.

      At the house, the front door opened before he reached it. The woman who cooked on weekends smiled and asked whether he wanted coffee.

      “Is my father here?”

      “In the office.”

      She looked at the small bag in his hand.

      “Are you staying?”

      “No.”

      Her smile diminished. He wished he had answered more gently, but she had already turned toward the kitchen.

      Mateo was speaking on the telephone. He held up a finger when Rafael entered. Rafael remained standing while his father finished a conversation about a man who had failed to arrive for work.

      “Ask his wife before you decide anything,” Mateo said. “He has a sick mother.”

      He ended the call and set the phone on the desk.

      “You finally came.”

      “I said I would.”

      “You’ve said very little.”

      Rafael set his bag beside the door.

      “Why did they leave me alive?”

      Mateo looked at him without moving.

      “Sit down.”

      “I’m asking you.”

      “I heard you.”

      Rafael stayed where he was. A clock on the bookshelf made a faint ticking sound he had never noticed before.

      “You should have come home when I called,” Mateo said.

      “Why?”

      “Because I told you to.”

      “Did you know what was going to happen?”

      His father’s face hardened.

      “Be careful what you say in this house.”

      “Javier asked me whether he could leave. I told him yes.”

      “That was not yours to promise.”

      “You said you would take care of it.”

      “And you decided what that meant.”

      Rafael gripped the back of the empty chair. The wood was smooth beneath his fingers.

      “He was sitting across from me.”

      “I know where you were.”

      “He showed me a picture of his son.”

      Mateo looked away briefly, toward the window.

      “Don’t.”

      “Don’t what?”

      “Bring me things you think I don’t understand.”

      Rafael waited. His father looked back at him.

      “I have a son.”

      The sentence made Rafael let go of the chair.

      “Is that what the man knew?”

      “What man?”

      “The one who put a gun in my face and said my name.”

      Mateo’s eyes moved to the dressing on Rafael’s hand.

      “You were hurt.”

      “Javier was killed.”

      “I know.”

      “Then say something about him.”

      His father rose. Rafael had forgotten how much of a room he could occupy simply by standing in it.

      “You come here making accusations in a house that has protected you all your life.”

      “Was it you?”

      Mateo looked toward the open door.

      “Keep your voice down.”

      For a moment Rafael thought his father might strike him. Mateo had not hit him since he was fourteen, when he took a car without permission. The memory arrived with humiliating force. He was thirty-two and still knew exactly how far he stood from the door.

      Mateo saw him glance at it.

      “Go, then,” he said.

      Rafael picked up his bag.

      At the doorway he turned back. “Patricia is owed money.”

      “We will look after her.”

      “She needs her husband’s pay.”

      His father sat down and reached for the telephone.
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      Elena was in the room that used to be her library. Most of the books remained, but the table had acquired a printer and a tray of correspondence for three companies. She was trying to free a sheet of paper from the machine without tearing it.

      “Leave it,” Rafael said.

      “If I leave it, somebody will print something else and make it worse.”

      He set down his bag and opened the rear panel. A page had folded around a roller. He eased it out while Elena watched.

      “You still remember how to fix things.”

      “It tells you on the screen.”

      “The screen told me to close it and try again. I did that four times.”

      He handed her the damaged page. It was a letter thanking a donor for a scholarship contribution. Half the signature had printed across the fold.

      “I spoke to Inés Varela.”

      His mother stopped smoothing the paper.

      “When?”

      “Yesterday.”

      “Is she all right?”

      “She’s working.”

      “She works too hard.”

      “She told me about the payments.”

      Elena placed the page on the table.

      “I arranged some of them.”

      “With Isabel.”

      “Yes.”

      “What did you tell her?”

      “That she and Lucía would be looked after.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Arturo had worked for us. Because there was a child.”

      Rafael looked at the shelves. As a boy he had been allowed to take any book from this room if he put it back where it belonged. Elena could identify a gap from the doorway. Now someone had pushed folders between the novels.

      “Did you know why he died?”

      “I knew there were things he had become involved in.”

      “With my father.”

      “With people who were dangerous.”

      “Mother.”

      She picked up the ruined letter, folded it once, and put it in the wastebasket.

      “I was trying to keep them safe.”

      “From whom?”

      The printer clicked as it prepared to try again. Elena reached past him and switched it off.

      “You think I never asked questions.”

      “I’m asking one now.”

      “And when you have the answer, what will you do with it?”

      He opened his mouth, then closed it.

      “Will you give back everything?” she asked. “Your education? The apartments? Will you tell the people whose roofs we fixed that the money was bad and they should put the rain back in?”

      “Those payments came after Arturo was killed. You knew that.”

      “You’ve found one account, and now you want me to tell you that it was different from all the others.”

      He looked at her. She seemed tired rather than triumphant.

      “I knew Arturo’s death had something to do with your father,” she said. “I didn’t know everything. I still don’t.”

      “But you knew enough.”

      “I knew Inés had a five-year-old daughter and no money coming in. I went to see her.”

      “Did she ask you to?”

      “No.”

      Outside, someone called to the gardener. The sound carried through the open window.

      Elena sat at the table.

      “Lucía needed glasses when she was nine. Inés tried to put it off because the shop needed repairs. I paid for them.”

      Rafael waited.

      “She wrote me a note. Lucía did. She drew flowers around the edges.”

      His mother looked toward the drawers where she kept correspondence. Rafael believed the note was still there. He believed she knew exactly where.

      “I’m glad she got her glasses.”

      He looked at the printer, the letter folded in the wastebasket.

      “I don’t want to approve the account again without knowing what it is.”

      Elena closed her eyes briefly.

      “Your aunt will say you already know.”

      “I’ll ask her anyway.”

      She opened her eyes and looked at his bag.

      “You’re not staying for lunch.”

      “No.”

      “I made something you like.”

      “I know.”

      He kissed her cheek. She held his arm long enough that he had to wait before he could leave.
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      On Sunday, Isabel was in the Texas office before him. Sloan sat at the far end of the conference table with his phone beside a cup of coffee. Celia had arranged the revised schedule into sets.

      Rafael put his copy on the table without opening it.

      “I’ve read it.”

      “Good,” Isabel said. “Then we can stop carrying it around.”

      Celia remained standing. Rafael pulled out the chair beside him.

      “Sit down.”

      She looked at Isabel, then sat.

      The office window faced a parking lot divided by a strip of exhausted grass. A company maintenance truck stood near the fence. Its driver had been waiting when Rafael arrived.

      “Somebody wants to talk about wages,” he said.

      “Several people do,” Isabel said. “That’s why we’re here.”

      He opened the guarantee to the second page.

      “This describes funds as coming from operating revenue that the supporting companies didn’t earn.”

      Isabel did not look at the page.

      “We’ve discussed the description.”

      “We’ve discussed changing words.”

      “Words are what go in a document.”

      “Whose decision was it?”

      “Mine.”

      Sloan shifted his coffee cup. Celia’s hands were folded around a pen she had not uncapped.

      Rafael looked at the signature line. He had signed descriptions like this before. In 2014 he had asked Isabel about one and accepted an answer that did not answer him. After that he had stopped asking. He knew where some of the money came from. He had known before Javier called from the hospital.

      “I won’t sign it.”

      Isabel waited, as if he had paused in the middle of a sentence.

      “We have a commitment falling due.”

      “I understand.”

      “No. You understand the page. I’m talking about what happens when the money isn’t available.”

      “Then tell them it isn’t.”

      Sloan gave a small laugh without smiling.

      Rafael looked at him. “Something funny?”

      “No. I’m wondering who you imagine takes that call.”

      “I can.”

      “You don’t know what you’d be answering for,” Isabel said.

      “Then I shouldn’t sign for it.”

      She leaned forward.

      “I have spent the week keeping people from taking decisions we won’t be able to reverse. Your father believes I can arrange another extension. The people on the other end no longer believe him. This was one thing I could give them.”

      “A false account with my name on it.”

      “An account you’ve accepted before.”

      “Yes.”

      The word stopped her. Celia looked down at the table.

      “I accepted it before,” Rafael said again. “I’m not accepting it now.”

      Isabel closed her folder.

      “You should have told me on Monday.”

      “I should have.”

      “Don’t sit there agreeing with me as though agreement pays anyone.”

      Rafael could hear the maintenance truck starting outside. The driver had stopped waiting.

      Sloan stood. “We should finish the schedule, at least. Celia, stay a moment.”

      Rafael did not get up.

      “What needs finishing?”

      “Questions about the supporting work,” Sloan said.

      “I’m here.”

      “And you’ve made your position clear.”

      Celia turned her pen between her fingers. Rafael saw that she had written the date at the top of her copy and nothing beneath it.

      “The existing approvals stay with the entries,” he said. “Including mine.”

      Isabel looked at him.

      “Nobody has said otherwise.”

      “Then say it now.”

      Sloan rested a hand on the back of Celia’s chair.

      Isabel looked at the hand, then at Celia.

      “You can go. Leave the copies.”

      Celia put down the pen. She stood carefully, giving Sloan room to move away, and left without looking at Rafael.

      He waited until the door closed.

      “What happened to Javier’s pay?”

      “We’re calculating what can be released,” Isabel said.

      “It was calculated before he died.”

      “And there are matters to settle before it can leave the company.”

      “Patricia needs the money.”

      “So do the people outside this room.”

      Rafael picked up his copy. Isabel reached for it, then stopped.

      “You’ll need to speak to your father.”

      “I have.”

      He left her sitting with the unsigned set in front of her.

      Sloan caught up with him in the parking lot.

      “You made your point,” he said.

      Rafael unlocked his car.

      “Let me tell you something about families like yours.” Sloan had his sunglasses in his hand and did not put them on. “When it goes wrong, they close the door. Everybody inside is family. Everybody outside is an expense.”

      “You’ve been paid well.”

      “I’ve been paid.” Sloan looked up at the window of the room they had left. “I have a house with a pool I don’t swim in and a daughter in Denver who calls on my birthday if her mother reminds her. That’s what twenty years of being useful to your father buys. I’d like to keep it.”

      Rafael waited.

      “So when you decide to become honest,” Sloan said, “remember who’s standing outside the door.”

      He put on the sunglasses and walked back inside.
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      Gabriel was waiting at the edge of the park with a paper bag tucked under his arm. He had come from the hospital and changed into a shirt that still had a fold across the chest.

      “I brought food,” he said. “This has worked for us before.”

      “I’m beginning to see a pattern.”

      “You can be offended after you eat.”

      They sat on a low wall beneath a tree. A group of children was playing soccer on the grass, the boundaries agreed upon loudly after every disputed goal. Gabriel unwrapped a sandwich and passed Rafael the larger half without commenting on it.

      For a while they watched the game. Rafael ate more easily than he had expected.

      “Did you always want to come back?” he asked.

      Gabriel shook his head.

      “I meant to become the sort of person who visited twice a year and complained about the airport.”

      “You still could.”

      “I’m out of practice at leaving.”

      “Your mother?”

      “Partly. The job. I had friends here. It wasn’t one great decision.”

      Rafael looked at him. “Did Adrian want to come?”

      “We were already finished by then.”

      “Was he the one who said you gave instructions?”

      “He made a substantial contribution to that theory.”

      Gabriel folded the sandwich wrapper. “He wasn’t wrong. He wasn’t always right either.”

      “That must be irritating.”

      “Very. I prefer a cleaner story.”

      Rafael smiled. Across the grass, a boy claimed a goal had not counted because somebody had moved the tree they were using as a post. His teammates rejected the argument.

      “I saw Inés Varela,” Rafael said.

      Gabriel turned toward him.

      “Her husband worked for us. There are payments to her. I went to ask about them.”

      “Is she all right?”

      “She has a shop to run. She didn’t seem pleased to see me.”

      “What did you expect?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      He could say it now. Arturo approached your father. Inés told me he was afraid. He could watch Gabriel’s face alter and spend the rest of the evening discussing what neither of them could prove.

      Instead he asked, “Would you have dinner with me?”

      Gabriel looked at the bag between them.

      “A restaurant,” Rafael said. “A proper date.”

      “We tried one.”

      “I’d like to try again.”

      “Will someone come and collect you?”

      “I won’t leave with him.”

      Gabriel held his gaze. “Where?”

      Rafael named a place in the center of town, one where people who knew his family ate on weekends.

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “All right.”

      They got up to walk. Gabriel carried the empty bag until they reached a trash can. As he threw it away, Rafael saw a gray company car parked on the other side of the street.

      He recognized the mark above its rear wheel. He had approved the repair estimate and then been told the work could wait.

      Gabriel was saying something about the restaurant. Rafael turned toward him and kept walking.
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      Gabriel had been at the table long enough to unfold his napkin twice when Rafael arrived carrying an umbrella that had never been opened.

      “Is it raining?”

      “It was supposed to.”

      “You could have left that in the car.”

      Rafael looked at it as though somebody had handed it to him on the way in. “I was concentrating on getting here.”

      He put it beside his chair and sat. The restaurant had given them a table near the middle of the room, beneath a light that made everyone look well rested. Gabriel was grateful for it. He had changed at the hospital and discovered, after leaving, that he had brought the shoes he wore to work.

      “You came straight from there,” Rafael said.

      “Is it obvious?”

      “You have a pen in your shirt.”

      Gabriel took it out. “I might have wanted to review the menu.”

      “Be kind. They seem nervous.”

      The server greeted Rafael by name. She asked whether he would like the usual wine, then stopped when he said he was driving. Gabriel ordered sparkling water. They spent several minutes considering food they could have chosen in half the time. Rafael asked about a dish at the bottom of the page, and the server described how long it took to prepare.

      “We have time,” Gabriel said.

      When she had gone, Rafael moved his water glass a little farther from his hand.

      “There’s something I should have told you yesterday.”

      Gabriel set the menu down. “All right.”

      “At Inés’s shop. She told me Arturo had been speaking to your father before he died.”

      Around them, cutlery struck plates. A man at the next table was deciding which of his children had ordered the fish.

      “Working with him?” Gabriel asked.

      “She said he went to him for help. Arturo had been involved in things at work. He wanted to leave.”

      “When was this?”

      “Two thousand three.”

      Gabriel remembered starting his second year at university, a room with a window that would not open, his mother calling on Sunday evenings. His father rarely came on the phone. Nothing useful emerged from the memory.

      “What happened?”

      “She says Arturo told her he’d asked your father to let him stop. He was still going back when he was killed.”

      Gabriel looked toward the kitchen doorway. The server was waiting for a tray, her hands empty. He wished their food would come so he could do something with his own.

      “That could mean a number of things.”

      “Yes.”

      Rafael had not argued. Gabriel found himself irritated by how carefully he was speaking.

      “What does she think happened?”

      “She told me about Arturo. You’d have to ask her the rest.”

      Gabriel reached for the water, then left it alone.

      “You’ve known since Friday.”

      “Yes.”

      “We spoke Friday. We saw each other yesterday.”

      “I know.”

      “Why wait until I’m sitting in a restaurant?”

      Rafael looked down at the folded edge of his napkin. “I wanted you to come.”

      “You thought I wouldn’t?”

      “I thought we’d spend the evening talking about our fathers. Or there wouldn’t be an evening.”

      “So you decided when I could hear it.”

      “Yes.”

      The answer gave Gabriel nowhere to put the speech he had been preparing. He could see Rafael waiting for it anyway.

      “I don’t know what my father did,” Gabriel said. “I don’t know what he could have done. But if she asked for help and something was left out, she deserves an answer.”

      “I think so too.”

      “You let me sit with you yesterday. You knew I didn’t know.”

      Rafael raised his eyes. “All right.”

      “That has to mean something after dinner.”

      “It does.”

      The server appeared with their first course. Gabriel moved his glass out of her way. Rafael thanked her, and they waited until she had finished setting things down.

      “Do you want to go?” Rafael asked.

      “No. I’m hungry.”

      He heard how it sounded and looked up. Rafael was studying his plate.

      “And I want to be here,” Gabriel said. “I can be angry and still want dinner with you.”

      “I’d prefer that to the other combinations.”

      Gabriel almost smiled. “Eat.”

      They did. For a while they discussed the food with a formality that made Gabriel feel they were attending a function on behalf of people who could not come. Then Rafael tried to cut something that resisted him, and a small piece landed on the tablecloth.

      “Nobody saw,” Gabriel said.

      “You’re looking directly at it.”

      “I won’t tell anyone.”

      Rafael picked it up with the edge of his fork. “I’ll remember that.”

      A woman stopped beside them as their main courses arrived. She wore a light jacket over a dress and carried her bag in both hands.

      “Rafael. Your mother said you were busy.”

      He stood. “Señora Robles. How are you?”

      “Well. Ernesto’s outside getting the car.”

      She looked at Gabriel, waiting to be introduced.

      “This is Gabriel Reyes. We’re having dinner.”

      Gabriel rose enough to shake her hand. She looked from his face to Rafael’s, then back.

      “You’re a doctor?”

      “At Las Piedras Regional.”

      “My sister was there in June. You may have seen her.”

      She gave a name Gabriel did not recognize. He said he hoped her sister was better. The woman nodded, but her attention had returned to Rafael.

      “I must tell your mother I saw you.”

      “Please do.”

      “She worries.”

      “I know.”

      Señora Robles adjusted the clasp of her bag. “Enjoy your evening.”

      Rafael waited until she had gone before sitting. Gabriel watched her stop at the entrance to search for something in her purse.

      “Should I have described myself as a contractor?”

      “You’d have had to complain about me.”

      “I was prepared.”

      Rafael laughed, then reached for his fork.

      “Will that cause trouble?” Gabriel asked.

      “People knowing about you?”

      “People telling your mother.”

      “They’ve already told her.”

      “Your father?”

      Rafael nodded.

      “And?”

      “He objects to your surname more than anything else.”

      Gabriel looked at him. “My father’s having a similar difficulty.”

      “We should give them something else to talk about.”

      “I drive a very dull car.”

      “I’ve seen it.”

      “There was no need to agree so quickly.”

      Their food was cooling. Gabriel cut into his fish. Rafael asked about the rest of his shift, accepting the small, anonymous account Gabriel could give. A family had brought four bags of belongings for a man being admitted overnight. The man had sent three home and asked his wife to bring another pillow.

      “Was it a better pillow?” Rafael asked.

      “I didn’t investigate.”

      “You’ve changed.”

      “In the old days I’d have done a full assessment.”

      Rafael leaned back, smiling. “Adrian must have been very patient.”

      “He once told me I was handing him over to the next shift during an argument.”

      “What did you say?”

      “I said I was trying to summarize the situation.”

      Rafael put down his fork. He was laughing before Gabriel had finished.

      “It was a reasonable summary.”

      “Did you tell him what to watch for overnight?”

      “I may have mentioned that he hadn’t slept.”

      Rafael covered his mouth. Gabriel watched the laughter take him by surprise, the way he looked down as if to contain it and then failed. He wanted to hear it somewhere they did not have to speak quietly.

      “You’re enjoying this too much,” he said.

      “I’m imagining the follow-up appointment.”

      “You would have handled it better?”

      “Of course.”

      Gabriel straightened and adopted Rafael’s careful, attentive expression. “I understand why you feel that way.”

      Rafael stopped laughing.

      “It’s entirely fair,” Gabriel continued. “You’ve made a very good point. Would you like me to order something?”

      “I don’t sound like that.”

      “You did after our first dinner.”

      “Not that much like a hotel manager.”

      “A good hotel.”

      Rafael looked at the remaining food, then pushed his plate a little away. “He used to get angry when I replaced things.”

      “Who?”

      “The man in Austin. Daniel. If something broke, I’d have a new one delivered. Once it was a lamp his sister had made.”

      “What happened to the old one?”

      “I threw it away. I thought I was being useful.”

      Gabriel sat back. Rafael had not told him Daniel’s name before.

      “Could you get it back?”

      “No. I offered to ask his sister to make another.”

      “Ah.”

      “Yes. That was more or less his answer, with some additional words.”

      They ordered coffee and shared a dessert neither felt required to ridicule. Rafael asked about the apartment Gabriel had lived in with Adrian. Gabriel described a neighbor who practiced the same few bars of music every Sunday morning, never improving enough to continue. Rafael insisted the neighbor might have been perfecting them. Gabriel said perfection should have taken less than two years.

      When the bill came, Rafael reached for it. Gabriel caught the edge.

      “You chose somewhere expensive.”

      “I invited you.”

      “Then I choose next time.”

      Rafael let go of Gabriel’s hand only after the server approached.
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      They drove separately to Gabriel’s apartment. Rafael parked across the street and stood beside his car while Gabriel unlocked the gate. The umbrella lay in Rafael’s back seat, visible through the window.

      “Still no rain,” Gabriel said.

      “I’d noticed.”

      “You could stand here until it starts. Get some use out of it.”

      Rafael came through the gate. “Would that improve the evening?”

      “Depends how long you stayed.”

      The light above the entrance had attracted a small cloud of insects. Gabriel led him a few feet away from it, toward the narrow strip of garden his downstairs neighbor watered every morning. Somebody had put a broken bowl beneath a dripping tap.

      “I have to be at a building at seven,” Rafael said. “The contractor I kept waiting. He’s declined to wait again.”

      “All right.”

      “I don’t want to go.”

      Gabriel looked at him. Rafael was close enough now that he did not need to raise his voice. The tiredness was visible beneath his eyes, beyond the restaurant light.

      “You could come back when you don’t have to leave early.”

      “Wednesday?”

      “I’m off.”

      “So am I.”

      “Are you?”

      Rafael smiled. “I will be.”

      Gabriel touched the open edge of his collar. He had imagined doing it at the restaurant and moved his hand toward his glass instead. Rafael came closer, giving him time to withdraw it.

      Their first kiss was brief. Gabriel had expected one of them to make a joke afterward, but Rafael looked at him with such concentration that he forgot what he might have said. He put his hand behind Rafael’s neck and kissed him again.

      Rafael’s hand settled at his waist. The pressure was tentative at first, then firmer when Gabriel moved toward him. There was a passing car, a door shutting somewhere up the street. Gabriel heard them without wanting to look.

      When they separated, Rafael stayed close.

      “Wednesday,” he said.

      “You don’t have to book every kiss.”

      “Good.”

      He kissed Gabriel once more, lightly enough to make him follow. Then he stepped away, looking pleased with himself.

      Gabriel walked him back to the gate. He wanted to ask him upstairs. He could already feel the disappointment of Rafael checking the time, the morning taking shape between them while they tried to ignore it.

      “Text me when you’re home.”

      “Is that an instruction?”

      “A request. I can disguise it better if you prefer.”

      “No. I’d like to.”

      Gabriel went upstairs after the car had pulled away. In his bathroom mirror, his collar sat crooked and his hair was flattened where Rafael’s hand had been. He left both alone.

      The message arrived twenty minutes later.

      Home. I should have kissed you before the coffee.

      Gabriel sat on the bed.

      You’d have been thrown out.

      Worth finding out.

      He went to close the blind. Across the street, a little past the space where Rafael had parked, a gray car stood at the curb with its engine running. Exhaust drifted through the streetlight. He could not see who was inside.

      He closed the blind.

      Later he got up for water and looked again. The car was still there.

      He read Rafael’s message once more and turned off the light. He was still awake when an engine started outside, and he did not get up to see whether it was that one.
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      His father answered on the fourth ring the next morning.

      Gabriel had made coffee and left it in the kitchen. He stood beside the bedroom window, looking at a woman trying to fold a stroller into the trunk of a car.

      “Did you know Arturo Varela?”

      There was a pause, then a scrape at the other end, as if his father had moved something across a desk.

      “Why are you asking?”

      “I’d like to know.”

      “I knew him.”

      “Before he died?”

      “Obviously before he died, Gabriel.”

      He waited. Tomás drew a breath.

      “Who’s been speaking to you?”

      “I heard that he asked you for help.”

      “From whom?”

      “Inés has an account of what happened. I think you should hear it.”

      “I’ve spoken to Inés.”

      “Recently?”

      “This isn’t a conversation to have over the phone.”

      Gabriel watched the woman turn the stroller over and try again.

      “Then when?”

      “I’ll call you when I have time.”

      “Dad.”

      “Was Rafael at your apartment last night?”

      Gabriel moved away from the window.

      “How do you know that?”

      He could hear his father breathing. He waited, holding the phone against his ear.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE
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          MORNING WITHOUT AN APPOINTMENT

        

      

    

    
      Rafael arrived at Gabriel’s apartment on Wednesday with a bag he left in the car.

      Gabriel was trying to find a shoe. He had one on and was moving around the living room with the other foot bare, lifting things that could not possibly conceal it.

      “Did you look in the bedroom?” Rafael asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Under the sofa?”

      Gabriel looked at him.

      “You haven’t looked under the sofa.”

      “I was getting there.”

      Rafael crouched. The shoe was beneath the far end, beside a magazine and a small gray object he decided not to identify. He retrieved it by the heel.

      “I should warn you,” Gabriel said, taking it, “the apartment was better on Monday.”

      “I didn’t get to see it.”

      “Exactly.”

      There were books on the lower shelf of the coffee table, most with scraps of paper protruding from them. A clean shirt lay across the back of the sofa. Through the kitchen doorway Rafael could see a mug in the sink and a bread bag twisted shut without its tie. He liked being allowed to look.

      Gabriel finished tying the shoe and stood. For a moment neither moved. Then he came over and kissed Rafael, one hand warm against his jaw.

      “Hello,” he said.

      Rafael had forgotten the sentence he brought with him. “Hello.”

      “Is that your bag?”

      “Where?”

      Gabriel pointed through the window toward the car.

      Rafael felt himself smile. “It might be.”

      “You can bring it in.”

      “We haven’t had lunch.”

      “I’m not making lunch a condition.”

      He took the keys Rafael offered and went downstairs himself. Rafael stayed by the door, listening to him cross the courtyard. On the wall beside a small desk was a photograph of Nora standing in front of something under construction. Gabriel appeared at the edge, cut off at the shoulder. Somebody had written a date along the bottom.

      He came back carrying the bag without opening it or making a joke. He put it in the bedroom and asked Rafael whether he wanted to walk into town.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      At the market Gabriel bought tomatoes from a woman who would not let him choose them himself.

      “Those are for tomorrow,” she said, removing two from his bag.

      “What if I want them tomorrow?”

      “You said tonight.”

      “I did,” he admitted.

      She selected two others and set the bag on the scale. Rafael paid before Gabriel could put down the bread he was holding.

      “Are we cooking?”

      “That was the idea.”

      “You saw what happened last time.”

      “I thought we’d attempt something without a lid.”

      They bought cheese, fruit, and more bread than they needed. Gabriel examined a jar of something expensive, put it back, and changed his mind when Rafael asked whether it was good.

      “I don’t know. I keep considering it and buying the other one.”

      “Then today’s the day.”

      “It’s eleven dollars.”

      They ate lunch at a counter facing the street. Gabriel’s knee rested against Rafael’s beneath the narrow shelf. Each time somebody passed behind them, they leaned closer to let the person through, and afterward neither recovered all the space.

      Rafael checked the time. “I said I’d call Isabel at one.”

      “It’s ten past.”

      “I know.”

      He took his phone outside. Isabel answered while speaking to somebody else, then told the person to wait.

      “Where are you?”

      “In town.”

      “I need you to go to the west property. They’ve sent the wrong locks.”

      “Call the site manager.”

      “He’s the one who accepted them.”

      “Then he can arrange the exchange.”

      “Rafael, it will take twenty minutes.”

      A delivery van stopped beside him. The driver lowered his window and asked whether the loading entrance was farther along. Rafael pointed, waited for the van to move, and put the phone back to his ear.

      “I’m not working today.”

      “You’re standing five minutes away.”

      “I’ll be available tomorrow.”

      “For the guarantee?”

      “My answer about that hasn’t changed.”

      “Then I’ll have to find somebody who can help.”

      “You should call the manager about the locks.”

      He said goodbye and ended the call. Through the window Gabriel was turning the paper beneath Rafael’s sandwich so that a drip of sauce would not reach his sleeve.

      “Everything all right?” he asked when Rafael returned.

      “She wanted me to go somewhere. I said no.”

      Gabriel opened his mouth, then took a bite of his sandwich.

      “What?”

      He shook his head, chewing.

      “You were about to say something.”

      “I was about to be pleased with you.”

      “How restrained.”

      “It was difficult.”

      Rafael sat and put his phone in his pocket. Gabriel touched his knee beneath the counter.

      They went to a secondhand shop because Gabriel needed a lamp. The available lamps were either enormous or missing some essential part. Rafael found one whose shade tilted permanently to the left and suggested they put it on an uneven floor.

      “I could just lean when I read,” Gabriel said.

      They left with a small green electric fan. It had been running beside the register, moving a strip of tissue taped to the grille. Gabriel asked the price in passing. By the time the owner unplugged it, both men had explained why it would be useful.

      Outside, Gabriel turned it over to inspect the base.

      “You liked it,” he said.

      “You said your kitchen was warm.”

      “It is warm.”

      “Then there’s no problem.”

      They walked a block before Rafael asked whether they had remembered the lamp.

      At the apartment they put the fan on the counter. It made a low rattling sound that had been less noticeable in the shop. Gabriel folded a dishcloth beneath it. The noise diminished enough for them to agree the purchase had been sensible.

      Rafael washed the tomatoes while Gabriel chose a film. He called out titles from the living room and rejected Rafael’s answers before the water stopped running.

      “You asked what I wanted.”

      “I didn’t know you wanted that.”

      “You haven’t seen it.”

      “I’ve seen the photograph. Somebody’s standing in the rain looking misunderstood.”

      “Perhaps he has a difficult life.”

      “He should go inside.”

      They chose another film, about a man who left his family and returned expecting everyone to be grateful. Halfway through, Gabriel began disagreeing with the screen. Rafael accused him of wanting the characters to behave well before he would allow them a story.

      “He could at least call his daughter.”

      “Then we wouldn’t have the next scene.”

      “We might survive without it.”

      Rafael stretched along the sofa, his feet beside Gabriel’s thigh. Gabriel rested a hand on his ankle without looking away from the television. When Rafael moved, he tightened his fingers lightly, then released them.

      They missed part of the ending because the bread in the oven needed checking. Gabriel defended the final scene while cutting it. Rafael said he would need to watch the scene to defend it properly. They carried their food back to the sofa and finished the argument with the credits running.

      The jar from the market proved to contain something neither liked. Gabriel read the label again, looking for an explanation. Rafael put the lid back on.

      “For guests,” he said.

      “People we want to see again?”

      “We can decide individually.”
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      After dinner Gabriel washed up while Rafael dried the knives. The green fan moved warm air along the counter. It had begun rattling again, and neither mentioned it.

      “What did your father say?” Rafael asked. “When you asked about Arturo.”

      Gabriel left his hands in the water.

      “He knew him. He wants to talk in person.”

      “When?”

      “Friday. He said he couldn’t do it properly on the phone.”

      Rafael put the knife in the drawer Gabriel indicated.

      “Did he ask about me?”

      “Yes.”

      “What did you tell him?”

      “Nothing he was entitled to take to work.”

      Gabriel turned off the tap and faced him. “He knew you’d been here on Monday.”

      Rafael looked toward the window. “There was a company car near the park on Sunday.”

      “Did you recognize the driver?”

      “No. The car.”

      “There was a gray car across the street Monday night,” Gabriel said. “It was still there when I went to bed.”

      Rafael turned from the window. “Did it have a mark above the back wheel?”

      “I didn’t go down to look.”

      “You could have told me,” Gabriel said.

      “I should have.”

      Gabriel dried his hands slowly. Rafael waited for the next question.

      “I’ll ask where he heard it,” Gabriel said. “And I’ll tell you what he says.”

      “All right.”

      For a while they stood with the fan moving air between them. Then Gabriel reached past him to unplug it.

      “That’s a great improvement.”

      “An excellent purchase,” Rafael said.

      Gabriel smiled, but he did not move away. Rafael touched his wrist. The skin was still damp where the towel had missed it.

      “I want to stay,” he said.

      “I want you to.”

      “I brought too many shirts.”

      “We’ll work through them.”

      Rafael kissed him. Gabriel’s hand found his back, drawing him closer, and the counter pressed against Rafael’s hip. He shifted, laughed briefly against Gabriel’s mouth, and was kissed again before he could explain.

      In the bedroom, Gabriel moved the bag off the bed. He turned on a lamp, then asked whether Rafael wanted it left on.

      “What would you like?” Rafael said.

      “I’d like to see you.”

      Rafael looked at him. He had meant to make the answer easy and found himself standing without one.

      Gabriel touched the front of his shirt. “Is that all right?”

      “Yes.”

      They moved slowly enough to become awkward about it. Rafael caught his cuff on his watch, and Gabriel waited while he freed it, smiling in a way that made the delay bearable. Rafael set the watch on the bedside table. There was a pale mark beneath it and a healed patch near the heel of his hand.

      Gabriel kissed his shoulder. Rafael closed his eyes, then opened them when Gabriel drew back to look at him.

      “You keep asking what I want,” Gabriel said.

      “You might tell me.”

      “I have.”

      Rafael rested his forehead against Gabriel’s. “I want you to stop waiting for me to become less nervous.”

      “I’m nervous too.”

      “You conceal it better.”

      “You haven’t seen what I’ve done with my shirt.”

      It had fallen partly into an open drawer. Rafael laughed and reached for him again.

      Later, with the lamp still on, Gabriel lay beside him tracing an idle line across his forearm. Rafael watched the movement until he realized he was waiting for somebody to ask something. Gabriel only turned his hand over and fitted their fingers together.

      “Were you awake all night after our first coffee?” Rafael asked.

      “I slept some of it.”

      “I thought about calling.”

      “You could have.”

      “I didn’t know whether it was coffee.”

      Gabriel lifted his head. “What else could it have been?”

      “Two people who remembered a bus.”

      “I have many fond memories of the bus. I don’t look at pictures of it when I should be asleep.”

      “You looked at pictures of me?”

      “Don’t become difficult.”

      Rafael rolled toward him. “Which ones?”

      “Mostly bad ones.”

      “Then you need better references.”

      Gabriel kissed him before he could continue. Afterward he got up to turn off the lamp, knocking something off the bedside table in the dark. He found it with his foot and put it back without identifying it. Rafael moved over when he returned.

      He woke once in the night. For a moment the unfamiliar room alarmed him. Then Gabriel shifted beside him and put a warm hand on his waist. Rafael listened to his breathing until he could close his eyes again.
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      The toast burned while Gabriel was answering a message about work.

      Rafael noticed the smell first. He opened the kitchen window while Gabriel unplugged the toaster and held it away from the wall. Two blackened slices emerged with an enthusiasm they did not deserve.

      “Is this breakfast?” Rafael asked.

      “There’s more bread.”

      “For the same procedure?”

      Gabriel set the toast on a plate and opened another window. He was wearing the shirt Rafael had put beside the bed. One cuff hung unfolded past his wrist.

      “You said you brought too many.”

      “I wasn’t complaining.”

      They ate the second attempt standing at the counter. Rafael found a streak of butter on Gabriel’s thumb and wiped it away with a paper towel. Gabriel caught his hand before he could withdraw it and kissed the knuckles.

      “I didn’t sign it,” Rafael said.

      “What?”

      “The guarantee. Sunday at the office. They asked again, and I refused.”

      Gabriel put down his coffee.

      “The one you’ve been reading?”

      “Yes.”

      “Because of what it said?”

      “It described the money as revenue the companies hadn’t earned.”

      “What did Isabel say?”

      “That people were waiting to be paid.”

      “And you still refused.”

      Rafael nodded.

      Gabriel looked pleased in a way he had tried to avoid at lunch. He touched Rafael’s arm.

      “I’m glad.”

      Rafael could see the earlier pages, stacked beneath his aunt’s hand while he signed. He took another bite of toast. Gabriel asked whether Friday evening would work, and Rafael said he had a family dinner Monday but no plan for Friday.

      “Stay again,” Gabriel said.

      “I’ve already left you a shirt.”

      “A promising beginning.”

      They were late leaving the apartment. At the car Rafael found he had brought the wrong bag downstairs, a canvas one with the unused jar inside. Gabriel leaned through the gate to exchange it for his overnight bag.

      “You were trying to send that home with me.”

      “I was sharing.”

      Rafael drove away smiling.

      Celia called before he reached the office.

      “Can I ask you something without you calling your aunt?”

      “What is it?”

      “She’s changed the certification. It doesn’t need your signature now. She wants mine.”

      The light turned green. Somebody behind him sounded a horn. Rafael moved through the intersection.

      “Don’t sign it.”

      “Then what do I tell her?”

      “Tell her you need time.”

      “I said that yesterday. She said it was an accounting schedule, not a personal decision.”

      Rafael lowered the window a few inches. The air outside was already warm.

      “Is it criminal?” Celia asked.

      “I don’t know what she’s given you.”

      “What you refused. Was that criminal?”

      He looked for somewhere to stop. A car wash stood ahead, its entrance crowded with signs.

      “Don’t sign it, Celia. Please. I should never have told you those descriptions were all right.”

      “I need this job, Rafael. I’m still waiting for money from August.”

      “I’ll speak to Isabel.”

      “That’s what you did for Javier.”

      He turned into the car wash entrance and pulled into an empty space beyond the vacuums. He put the car in park.

      “Are you there?” she asked.

      “Yes,” he said. “I’m here.”
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          THE PERSON WHO CAN HELP

        

      

    

    
      Tomás was replacing a cracked tail light when Gabriel arrived on Friday. He had laid the screws in the lid of a food container, with a towel beneath it to protect the car.

      “Hold this,” he said.

      Gabriel took the loose plastic housing. His father worked a connector free and inspected it, turning it toward the light.

      “Did somebody hit you?”

      “Your mother backed into a post.”

      “Is she all right?”

      “It was in the parking lot. She didn’t tell me for three days.”

      “Did she think you wouldn’t notice?”

      Tomás glanced at him. “Probably.”

      They worked without speaking for a few minutes. Gabriel remembered doing this as a boy, holding things whose purposes were explained only if he held them incorrectly. His father had always been patient about the work itself. It was questions asked at the wrong moment that annoyed him.

      “You could bring your car over,” Tomás said. “That noise won’t improve by itself.”

      “I’ve booked it in.”

      “When?”

      “Monday.”

      “All right.”

      He sounded disappointed. Gabriel passed him the new housing and waited while he aligned it. Across the driveway a neighbor’s dog was lying beneath a shrub with its lead wrapped around the trunk. Every so often it stood, tested the available distance, and lay down again.

      “Who told you Rafael was at my apartment?” Gabriel asked.

      His father tightened a screw, then reached for the next one.

      “Someone saw you together.”

      “Who?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “You knew where we were. Yes.”

      Tomás put down the screwdriver. “I’m not having you watched.”

      “I didn’t ask that.”

      “It seemed to be where you were going.”

      Gabriel set the old tail light on the towel. “Was it someone at the restaurant?”

      “I was told you’d spent the evening together and he’d driven to your apartment. I didn’t ask for a report.”

      “But you got one.”

      “I hear things, Gabriel. I’m not going to apologize for knowing somebody who saw you on a public street.”

      The dog’s owner came out and unwound the lead. Tomás watched until she had taken it inside.

      “I shouldn’t have brought it up that way,” he said.

      Gabriel waited for the name. His father picked up the towel and folded it around the broken light.

      “You wanted to ask about Arturo.”

      “I still do.”

      They went inside through the kitchen. Marisol had left a note beside a covered bowl asking someone to put it in the refrigerator when it cooled. Tomás tested it with his palm and moved it. Gabriel sat at the table where the family had eaten together earlier in the month.

      His father washed his hands with dish soap, working at the grease around his nails.

      “How much has Rafael told you?”

      “That Arturo came to you. That he became afraid and wanted to stop.”

      “Arturo was already afraid when he came.”

      “Did he ask to leave?”

      “He was looking for a way out of a situation he’d helped create. I tried to find one.”

      Tomás sat opposite him. He had left a damp mark on his shirt where he dried his hands too quickly.

      “He had information. He also had things he wanted us to overlook. We couldn’t simply agree to everything.”

      “Did he think you could keep him safe?”

      “I was clear about what I could offer.”

      “Did he understand?”

      His father looked at him. “I hope so.”

      Gabriel heard the fatigue in the answer. It was easier to ask the next question quietly.

      “What happened?”

      “He stopped cooperating. We tried to reach him. Then we learned he was dead.”

      “Just stopped?”

      “There were things we didn’t know. Things we couldn’t confirm afterward.”

      “Inés thinks he was still trying to get help.”

      “I know she does.”

      Tomás rubbed the place between his thumb and forefinger. He had cut it while changing the light, a narrow red line Gabriel had not noticed outside.

      “I called her,” he said. “After we knew. There’s no good way to make that call.”

      “What did she ask?”

      “What everyone asks. Whether I was sure. Whether somebody had made a mistake.”

      His father looked toward the back door. For a moment he seemed much older than he had beside the car.

      “She had a little girl. Inés said she was asleep. She hadn’t told her yet. She asked me what she should say when the child woke.”

      Gabriel pictured the call. He had delivered terrible news in rooms with toys underfoot, a relative answering a child’s question before understanding his own. He knew the effort of keeping his voice steady so that somebody else did not have to manage him too.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      Tomás nodded without looking up.

      The kitchen clock clicked as the minute changed. Gabriel had come to ask why Arturo’s request had not protected him. Now he found himself wondering how often his father had had to remember that call.

      “Will you speak to Inés?”

      “If she wants to speak to me.”

      “Without deciding what she means before she tells you.”

      Tomás looked up. “You think that’s what I do?”

      “Sometimes.”

      His father accepted it with a small nod. He got up to put on the kettle and asked whether Gabriel had to work that evening.

      “No. Tomorrow.”

      “Seeing him?”

      Gabriel did not answer at once. Tomás turned from the stove.

      “You’re allowed to tell me you have plans.”

      “We haven’t decided.”

      “All right.”

      He took two mugs from the cabinet, the same ones he had used for years. Gabriel’s had a crack near the handle. His mother kept threatening to throw it away.

      “There may still be a way for Rafael to get out of this,” Tomás said.

      Gabriel watched him spoon coffee into the mugs.

      “What do you mean?”

      “People can explain their position. What they knew, what they were made to do. Waiting until somebody else describes it for them makes everything harder.”

      “He isn’t ready to talk to you.”

      “It doesn’t have to be me.”

      His father said it easily. Gabriel had expected resistance and found himself leaning forward.

      “You said he signs things.”

      “He does.”

      “He refused the guarantee.”

      Tomás stopped with the spoon above Gabriel’s mug.

      “What guarantee?”

      “The one his aunt wanted. He wouldn’t put his name on it.”

      “When?”

      “Sunday.”

      “Why?”

      Gabriel heard Rafael in the kitchen, the faint smoke still coming through the open window. He set both feet on the floor.

      “You’d have to ask him.”

      Tomás put down the spoon. “Did they find someone else to sign?”

      “I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “Gabriel.”

      “He told me privately.”

      “It may help him.”

      “Don’t pass it on. I shouldn’t have told you.”

      His father poured the water. The kettle lid clicked when he set it down.

      “You want me to understand that he’s trying to separate himself from the family. I understand. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      Gabriel stood. His father put a mug in front of the empty chair.

      “Stay for the coffee.”

      “I need to go.”

      “You’ve done nothing to hurt him.”

      Gabriel took his keys from the table. Outside, the new tail light caught the sun. His father had left the screwdriver on the roof of the car. Gabriel moved it to the covered step before driving away.
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      The next morning, Nora discovered that her prospective landlord had painted around the refrigerator. She pulled it out to check the outlet and found a rectangle of yellow wall behind it.

      “I thought this was the original color,” she said, pointing to the cream paint.

      “It was. More recently.”

      She did not smile. Gabriel helped her move the refrigerator back.

      The house was smaller than it had looked in the photographs. The yard had a patch of dead grass and a concrete step leading to a door that had been sealed. Nora had brought a measuring tape, a notebook, and a list of questions she had been told to send by email.

      “Do you like it?” he asked.

      “I like the rent.”

      “You don’t have to take it.”

      “I know.”

      He followed her into the second bedroom. She measured from the window to the wall and wrote the figure down. Gabriel looked at a stain on the ceiling and waited for her to finish.

      “I told Dad something about Rafael.”

      Nora lowered the tape. “What?”

      He described the conversation, leaving out the tail light and the coffee. Without them his father sounded more deliberate, which seemed unfair. He added that Tomás had been upset about Arturo.

      “Did Rafael know you were going to tell him?”

      “No.”

      She wound the tape back into its case.

      “Dad thinks it might help him,” Gabriel said. “Rafael doesn’t understand what happens if he waits too long.”

      Nora was looking at the stain on the ceiling. “Is that water?”

      “Probably.”

      She went into the kitchen. Gabriel remained by the window a moment, looking at the tiny yard where she wanted to put a dog that did not yet exist.

      “We were supposed to see each other last night,” he said. “I don’t want to tell him over the phone.”

      Nora had turned on the kitchen tap to see whether the pipes knocked. They did. She turned it off and wrote that down.

      He took out his phone. There was a message from Rafael sent while they were moving the refrigerator.

      Did Nora like the house? Tell her to check the windows. People paint them shut.

      Gabriel turned to the nearest one. It would not move. Nora came over and tried it herself, then wrote something in the notebook.

      He sent Rafael a photograph of the window and asked whether he could see him Sunday.

      Later, in the car, Nora said the house would probably do for a year. Gabriel asked whether she wanted him to come when the landlord returned. She said she would let him know.

      At a red light she reached across to turn down the radio.

      “You told Dad something Rafael told you in bed.”

      “It wasn’t in bed.”

      The light changed. She turned the radio back up.
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      By Sunday afternoon Gabriel had slept four hours and promised to cover the end of another physician’s shift. Rafael had a tenant meeting running into the evening. They exchanged times that did not fit, then Rafael called while Gabriel was eating something from a vending machine.

      “We can talk now,” Rafael said.

      Gabriel moved into the empty staff room. “I’d rather see you.”

      “Is something wrong?”

      He looked at the wrapper in his hand.

      “I need to tell you about talking to my father.”

      “About Arturo?”

      “And something I said.”

      Rafael was quiet for a moment. Gabriel could hear papers moving at his end.

      “Tell me.”

      “Can we do it Tuesday? I don’t want to rush.”

      “I’m at my parents’ tomorrow. I can come Tuesday.”

      “All right.”

      “Gabriel. If it’s something I need to know now, say it.”

      He could tell him. There was no one at the staff-room door. He had ten minutes left of his break.

      “Tuesday,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

      After they hung up he stayed in the room until somebody came in to refill a water bottle. He put the unfinished food in the trash and went back to work.

      His father called that evening. Gabriel answered because he wanted to know whether the information had stayed in the kitchen.

      “Are you still there?” Tomás asked.

      “Just leaving.”

      “I thought you were off today.”

      “I covered for somebody.”

      “You should get some rest.”

      Gabriel walked toward the elevators. A woman ahead of him was carrying a sleeping child with a blanket trailing nearly to the floor.

      “Who else knows what I told you?”

      “About Rafael?”

      “Yes.”

      “It came up in the case discussion.”

      Gabriel stopped walking.

      “Who was there?”

      “People working on the case.”

      “Names, Dad.”

      “Leila. Paul. Others.”

      The woman turned sideways to fit through the elevator door. Someone inside held it for her.

      “You didn’t say you were going to do that.”

      “You told me something relevant to an investigation. I can’t put it away because we talked about it at home.”

      “You could have warned me before asking another question.”

      “It may be a way for him to get out. That’s what you wanted me to see.”

      Gabriel pressed the elevator button after the doors closed.

      “You don’t get to decide what this was for.”

      “Neither do you, once you’ve told me.”

      He ended the call. For a while he watched the number above the elevator change. Then he went back to the staff room and took a sheet of paper from the printer.

      He wrote Friday’s date. Beneath it he put the kitchen, the question his father had asked, and the words he remembered saying. He crossed out one phrase and left it legible. At the bottom he added the names Tomás had just given him.

      He folded the page and put it behind his driver’s license.
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          THE PRICE OF STAYING TOGETHER

        

      

    

    
      Mateo had signed three letters congratulating people he did not remember when Isabel arrived with the name of the American agent.

      “Paul Danner,” she said.

      “I know his name.”

      “Then use it. Victor keeps calling him our friend, and I’m tired of pretending that’s an account description.”

      Mateo set down his pen. The letters were from the foundation. Elena had left them with a note asking him to sign before lunch, and he had discovered that one recipient had died since the draft was prepared. He had crossed out the name and written a question beside it. Nobody had answered.

      “What does he want now?”

      “To be paid.”

      “For what?”

      “Information we’ve already received.”

      “Some of it was wrong.”

      “Some of it was late. That isn’t the same thing.”

      Isabel put a folded sheet on his desk. There was no greeting at the top, only a short account of a conversation Sloan had had with Danner. She did not often bring him such things on paper. He looked at her before reading it.

      Rafael had refused the guarantee. Reyes’s son had told his father. The refusal had been discussed by the people investigating the companies as an indication that Rafael might be willing to separate himself from them.

      Mateo read the paragraph again.

      “When?”

      “Yesterday. The discussion. I don’t know when Gabriel told Reyes.”

      “Rafael knows he has a telephone.”

      “He did tell you he wasn’t signing.”

      “He can explain himself to me before he explains himself to that man’s son.”

      Isabel sat. She had brought her own coffee from the kitchen and left it on the edge of the desk without a saucer.

      “You’re looking at the wrong part.”

      “I’m looking at my son.”

      “They’re looking at someone who may speak independently. They already know there’s trouble between you.”

      “Because you pay an American to tell them.”

      “We pay him to tell us what they know.”

      “And how much does he know about Rafael?”

      She reached for her cup, then left it alone.

      “Victor mentioned the evenings with Gabriel. Danner passed one of those reports to Reyes.”

      Mateo pushed the paper away. “Why?”

      “As a warning about his son.”

      “I didn’t ask him to manage Reyes’s household.”

      “No. But you asked Victor to keep an eye on Rafael.”

      Through the open door Mateo could hear the printer in Elena’s room. It stopped, started, then stopped again. He had told them to buy another one. They preferred to complain about the old one.

      “Bring Victor here.”

      “He’s in Texas.”

      “He can cross a bridge.”

      “You want him away from the office today?”

      Mateo looked at her. She had put the immediate cost in front of him, as she always did when she wanted him to mistake her decision for arithmetic.

      “Call him,” he said.

      She did, using her own phone. Sloan answered after a delay and said he was with someone. Isabel told him Mateo was listening. His voice changed.

      “The information was useful,” he said. “Rafael hasn’t spoken directly to the agents as far as Danner knows.”

      “As far as he knows.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then find out what he does know before you reassure me.”

      Sloan was silent. Mateo could hear traffic behind him.

      “And stop sending reports about my son to his boyfriend’s father.”

      “Danner thought Reyes should be aware.”

      “I don’t pay for his thoughts about my family.”

      Isabel looked at him. She had been paying Danner through Sloan for nearly two years, with Mateo’s approval. At first the man had supplied small pieces of information whose usefulness depended on arriving soon enough. Later he had asked for more. Isabel had brought the request, and Mateo had agreed because starting again with someone else would cost more than money. He remembered that conversation clearly. He would not give her the satisfaction of reminding him.

      “I’ll speak to him,” Sloan said.

      “Do that.”

      Isabel ended the call. Her coffee had left a ring on the desk.

      “This arrangement is becoming expensive,” Mateo said.

      “It was expensive when it began.”

      “Then why did you bring it to me?”

      “Because you wanted to know when people were talking about you.”

      He took up the foundation letters. The dead man’s name was visible beneath the line he had drawn through it.

      “Ask Elena about this.”

      Isabel accepted the letters. “She’s the one who told you he’d died.”
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      Damián came at eleven and set his phone on the table as he sat.

      “They won’t wait another week,” he said.

      Mateo did not ask whom he meant. Isabel had already shown him the amount that had to leave before the end of the day. There had been another extension, obtained at a cost she had stated twice. She had not obtained this one.

      “They can afford to wait.”

      “They’re deciding whether they want to.”

      “Let them decide.”

      Damián shifted forward. His jacket pulled across his shoulders. He had begun dressing more carefully for these meetings, wearing things that would make sense behind a desk.

      “I need to deal with the employees,” he said.

      “Isabel deals with the employees.”

      “She deals with the payroll. People are leaving before she gets to them. One man at the yard took his tools home yesterday.”

      “Were they his tools?”

      “He’s leaving. That’s what I’m telling you.”

      Mateo let him wait.

      “Yes,” Damián said. “They were his.”

      “Then find out whether he’s coming back.”

      “And when he says no?”

      “Find out what he intends to do.”

      Isabel was standing near the window. She turned toward them.

      “People who aren’t paid look for work.”

      “People who are frightened talk,” Damián said.

      “You’ve been attending to that.”

      Mateo put a hand on the desk. She stopped, but Damián continued looking at her.

      “I need to know I can act without asking each time.”

      “You can make sure people understand their obligations,” Mateo said. “Our records stay here. Nobody takes company business to strangers because they think they’ve finished working for us.”

      “And Rafael?”

      “You know the answer.”

      Damián moved back in the chair. “He’s the person they’re going to.”

      “Then they should come to you.”

      “He tells them something else.”

      “I will speak to my son.”

      Isabel approached the desk. “You can’t give Damián permission to frighten everyone around Rafael and expect Rafael to remain untouched by it.”

      “I said no harm comes to him.”

      “He sat beside Javier.”

      Mateo looked at her until she lowered her voice.

      “You saw his hand.”

      He had seen it. He had also seen the way Rafael stood near the door, ready to run from a house in which nothing would be done to him. For years Mateo had watched people grow bold because they knew he would not hurt them. He had not expected his son’s boldness to look so much like fear.

      “I decide what happens here,” he said.

      Damián nodded. “Then we need a decision on the commitment before this afternoon.”

      Mateo looked at the phone lying on the table. He wanted to ask whose message Damián was waiting for. Instead he told him to leave it with him if he expected the thing to ring.

      Damián put it in his pocket.
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      Rafael arrived for dinner in a car Mateo had not chosen for him. It was the same car he had been driving for several years. Mateo noticed it now because his son parked facing the gate.

      Elena went to meet him in the hall. Mateo heard them exchange a few words, then the soft sound of Rafael kissing her cheek. His voice had become careful with his mother too.

      “You’re early,” she said.

      “The bridge was better than I expected.”

      “Stay until morning. You can miss the worst of it.”

      “I have things in Texas.”

      Mateo came out of the dining room. Rafael greeted him without offering the embrace he had once given automatically. Mateo put a hand on his shoulder. The muscle tightened beneath it.

      “Sit,” he said. “Your mother’s been waiting.”

      “Dinner isn’t ready,” Elena said.

      “Then we can talk.”

      They sat at the table with glasses of water. Elena asked Rafael about a leaking roof at one of the school buildings. He knew the answer and explained the delay, speaking directly to her. Mateo watched him describe the work. Rafael had always been good at making ordinary difficulties seem possible to solve. People left meetings with him relieved, often before anything had been done.

      “Señora Robles saw you,” Elena said.

      Rafael’s hand stopped near his glass.

      “Yes.”

      “She said you were having dinner with Gabriel.”

      “I was.”

      Mateo waited. Elena adjusted the position of her fork.

      “I’m seeing him,” Rafael said. “I wanted to tell you myself.”

      “We know,” Mateo said.

      “I’m telling you anyway.”

      The woman from the kitchen appeared with a serving dish. Elena rose to help her, though there was room on the table. Mateo let the food be placed between them.

      “Does the doctor ask questions afterward?” he said.

      Rafael looked at him.

      “After what?”

      “After you sleep with him.”

      Elena set down the serving spoon. “Mateo.”

      His son had gone pale. He moved his glass away without drinking.

      “Speak about him that way again and I’ll leave.”

      Mateo felt the words before he had considered them. Nobody used that tone at his table. He could hear Isabel in the office that morning, telling him what he could no longer expect.

      “I’m asking what you tell him.”

      “You can ask me yourself. Leave Gabriel out of it.”

      “Stop,” Elena said. “Both of you.”

      She was looking at Mateo. The serving spoon lay where she had put it, a drop of sauce spreading beneath it.

      He could make Rafael leave. He could say the word and watch him walk through the hall, listen to his car start, spend the rest of the night with Elena moving quietly around a meal she would not finish. He picked up the spoon.

      “Your mother made this for you.”

      He served Rafael before serving himself, choosing the piece with less sauce at one end. The boy used to insist that one part remain untouched so he could decide whether he liked it. At some point he had stopped asking. Mateo still left the clear space.

      Rafael looked at the plate. “Thank you.”

      For several minutes they ate. Elena spoke about her cousin, who had finally agreed to replace a refrigerator that sounded as though it were falling down stairs. Rafael asked whether somebody had helped her choose it. The cousin had chosen the smallest one and then complained that it would not hold the dishes people brought.

      Mateo remembered being sent with Rafael to collect one of those dishes years ago. His son had fallen asleep on the return journey with it balanced on his knees. Mateo had driven the last few blocks holding the edge so it would not slide. He wanted to tell the story. He could not remember what had been in the dish.

      “The companies need somebody people can look to,” he said.

      Rafael set down his fork.

      “They look to Isabel.”

      “For the accounts. I’m talking about somebody who can speak for us.”

      “You speak for us.”

      “There will come a time when I don’t want every call.”

      Elena looked at her husband. He had never said that in her hearing before. He disliked the interest on her face.

      “We’ve discussed giving the legitimate operations a clearer identity,” he continued. “Buildings. Employment. Work people can see.”

      “And my name.”

      “Your name is already there.”

      “I haven’t agreed to run anything else.”

      “I’m asking you to consider it.”

      “Then let me consider it without telling people it’s decided.”

      Mateo looked at the food on Rafael’s plate. He had hardly eaten the piece set apart for him.

      “You think you can walk away from everything you’ve done?”

      Elena drew in a breath.

      Rafael looked up. “No.”

      The answer came without the defense Mateo expected.

      After dinner Elena tried to wrap food for him. Rafael accepted a small container and refused a larger one. Mateo remained in the hall while his wife searched for a bag that would hold it upright.

      “Call when you’re across,” he told his son.

      “I will.”

      “Rafael.”

      The boy turned. Thirty-two years old, taller than Elena, holding food in a plastic bag. Mateo could still see him at the edge of the pool, looking for somewhere to land.

      “Think about what I said.”

      “I heard you.”

      He kissed his mother and left.
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      The message came just after nine. Rafael was back in Texas. Elena read it to Mateo while he was on another call, and he held up a hand to show he had heard.

      Isabel came into the office before he finished. She waited standing until he put down the phone.

      “I’ve spoken to Salcedo,” she said.

      “About what?”

      “Keeping the operating companies supplied while we deal with the overdue payments.”

      “I told you I would speak to him.”

      “He called me.”

      “And you answered.”

      She laid out the proposal. Salcedo would take the freight company now, at his own valuation, against what was owed. The wages could be paid. In return, decisions Mateo had made alone would require another person’s agreement, and the trucks would carry what Salcedo told them to.

      “He wants the trucks,” Mateo said.

      “He wants to be paid. This is what he’s willing to discuss.”

      “What did you tell him?”

      “That I’d bring it to you.”

      “You told him we needed it.”

      “He knows.”

      Mateo stood. His sister did not step back. He had begun to expect it from other people and resented noticing that he expected it from her.

      “You will have no more conversations with him.”

      “Then who will?”

      “Damián will arrange the meeting. I’ll deal with it.”

      “Damián doesn’t understand these commitments.”

      “He understands who he works for.”

      Isabel looked at him for a long time. He remembered her at nineteen, bringing him a page on which she had organized figures he could not make agree. She had refused to leave until he admitted that the total was different from the one he had been given. He had trusted her then because she was not afraid of displeasing him.

      “Who answers when they call tomorrow?” she asked.

      “They can call me.”

      She put the papers on his desk. He waited for her to explain them again, but she closed her folder around the empty space and left.
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          WHAT I SIGNED

        

      

    

    
      Nadia Solís asked Rafael who was paying her before she asked what he had done.

      “I am.”

      “From your own account?”

      “Yes.”

      “Does anyone else expect reports from me?”

      “No.”

      She made a note. The office was on the second floor above a dental practice. He had passed two people arguing quietly over a parking space on his way in. From where he sat he could see the tops of their cars, both still there.

      Nadia had called him back herself after the initial appointment was arranged. She had asked for names of the companies and people involved, then confirmed that she could meet him. On the phone her voice had been unhurried. In person she had a way of waiting that made Rafael aware of how much he usually said before reaching an answer.

      “Gabriel Reyes gave me your name,” he said.

      “You mentioned that.”

      “I don’t want his father involved.”

      “Tell me what you mean by involved.”

      “In anything I say here.”

      She explained whom she represented and how they would decide what to disclose outside the room. Rafael listened without interrupting. When she finished, he took the folder from his bag.

      “There’s a guarantee I refused to sign.”

      “Is that why you’re here?”

      He looked at the folder. The unsigned page was on top, where he had put it so she would see it first.

      “Partly.”

      “What else?”

      “A man who worked for us was killed. I was with him.”

      “Javier Mena.”

      He nodded.

      “Start with your work.”

      Rafael described the properties, the operating companies, his aunt’s responsibilities. Nadia asked which decisions were his. He named a committee that existed more consistently on paper than in a room.

      “Were you on it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did it meet before the approvals?”

      “Not always.”

      “Who decided?”

      He moved the guarantee aside. Beneath it were copies he had printed the previous evening, stopping twice because the machine in the apartment had run out of paper.

      “Sometimes Isabel. Sometimes my father. These approvals are mine.”

      Nadia turned the first page toward herself. Rafael could see his signature upside down.

      “What did you understand about the funds?”

      “That they weren’t all operating income.”

      “What were they?”

      “Money from my father’s other business.”

      She waited.

      “Cocaine,” he said.

      A drawer closed in the room beyond the door. Nadia did not look toward it.

      “When did you know?”

      “I knew what people said before I came to work.”

      “When did you know enough to understand that the descriptions you approved were false?”

      “Two thousand fourteen.”

      “And afterward?”

      “I kept approving them.”

      She asked him to identify the pages he could explain from his own memory. Some he remembered individually. Others had been among groups sent while he was traveling or waiting for a call to begin. He wanted to distinguish the ones he had read carefully, then understood that this did not improve what he was saying.

      “At least eighteen,” he said. “There may be more. I need to check the earlier records.”

      “We’ll discuss how to do that without changing anything or collecting material you’re not authorized to access. Don’t start asking employees to help you build an account for me.”

      “One of them already has copies.”

      “Tell me about her.”

      He described Celia’s work and her phone call. Nadia asked whether Celia had her own lawyer. He did not know.

      “She needs advice about herself. I can’t provide that while representing you.”

      “I could pay for somebody.”

      “First let her choose whether she wants that. You’ve told me she’s already being asked to rely on your decisions.”

      Rafael looked at the window. One of the cars had gone. He had missed it leaving.

      They worked through the rest of the material. Nadia asked about his income and the apartment, about payments he could authorize and access that remained open. She did not treat every answer as a discovery. That steadiness let him continue, though there were moments when he wished she would look shocked enough to give him a reason to stop.

      “Now Javier,” she said.

      He began with the hospital. She let him reach the lunch beside the tire shop, then asked what Javier had requested.

      “His pay. Help leaving.”

      “Anything he asked you not to do?”

      Rafael put his hands flat on his knees.

      “Tell my father.”

      “Did you?”

      “Yes.”

      He described the terrace, his father’s questions, the lawyer he had mentioned despite intending not to. Nadia wrote while he spoke. When he repeated Mateo’s promise, she asked him to say the exact words again.

      “I’ll take care of it.”

      “Did he say Javier could leave safely?”

      “No.”

      “Did you tell Javier he could?”

      “Yes.”

      Nadia wrote it down.

      He told her about the café. By the time he reached the man saying his name, he had begun rubbing the healed skin of his hand. Nadia offered a break. He shook his head.

      “I told the police Damián had frightened him.”

      “And about the conversation with your father?”

      “No.”

      “Were you asked who knew about the meeting?”

      “Yes.”

      “What did you say?”

      He tried to remember exactly. He had named Isabel and Patricia. He had said he did not know whom Javier told. He could remember the detective looking up from his notebook.

      “I want to correct it,” Rafael said.

      Nadia set down her pen. “We can arrange that. You need to understand that being a witness does not remove your exposure for your own conduct. Giving a fuller account now won’t make the first account disappear.”

      “I understand.”

      “You may be prosecuted. I can advise you. I can approach people on your behalf. I can’t promise they’ll treat this as a misunderstanding.”

      He looked at the stack between them. “It wasn’t.”

      Before he left, she asked about immediate threats. He described the car at the park, Sloan collecting him, the men who had spared him in the café. She separated what had happened from what he feared might happen next. They agreed he would remain in Texas while they considered the next steps and call her before attending another meeting arranged by the family.

      “Does that include my mother?”

      “Tell me about any proposed meeting. I’m asking you to stop making those decisions as though the last month hasn’t happened.”

      He put the unsigned guarantee back beneath the earlier approvals.
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      Inés had asked him to come at three, when Lucía could be at the shop. He arrived seven minutes early and waited outside until the customer being measured had left.

      Lucía opened the door. She looked younger than he had expected, with a pencil held in the hand resting on the latch.

      “My mother’s in the back.”

      “I can wait.”

      “She knows you’re here.”

      There were three copies of an old calendar page on the counter. Inés came out carrying another sheet, which she placed facedown until he had put away his phone.

      “You said he wants to ask his father,” she said.

      “He has asked him. I thought he should know what you have before they speak again.”

      “What did Reyes say?”

      “That they needed to talk in person. Gabriel hasn’t told me more.”

      Inés looked at her daughter. Lucía pulled out the chair behind the counter but did not sit.

      “This is for Gabriel,” Inés said. “He can read it. He can ask his father about what’s on these pages. I haven’t agreed to have it passed around.”

      “I’ll tell him.”

      “If someone else wants it, they ask me.”

      “Yes.”

      She turned over the sheet. Arturo’s handwriting covered less than half the page. Rafael could make out Inés’s name at the top, then looked away. The original was not among the papers she gave him.

      “I spoke to someone about getting advice,” Inés said. “A lawyer. Rosa Luján. I’m going to see her this week.”

      “I’ve seen one too.”

      She did not ask whether it had gone well.

      Lucía put the copies in an envelope and wrote Gabriel’s name on the front. Her handwriting was large and square, the letters carefully separated.

      “Does he know who paid for my school?” she asked.

      “He knows there were payments.”

      “I want him to know it was my tuition.”

      Rafael nodded.

      Inés rested a hand on the counter near her daughter’s. Rafael could see how hard Lucía was trying not to look at it.

      “I’m not going to tell you what your mother should have done,” he said.

      “I didn’t ask you.”

      He nodded. Inés pushed the envelope toward him.

      “Give him my number. If he has questions about my writing, he can ask me.”

      Rafael thanked her and picked it up. At the door he heard Lucía ask whether the copies were enough. He did not turn to hear the answer.
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      Gabriel had put Rafael’s shirt through the wash. It hung from a hook on the bedroom door, still damp at the collar.

      “I meant to have it dry,” he said.

      “There’s no hurry.”

      “You can leave the bag in there.”

      Rafael had brought it because they had said he would stay. He put it beside the sofa instead.

      Gabriel noticed. “Have you eaten?”

      “Not yet.”

      “I have something in the oven.”

      “Can it wait?”

      He watched Gabriel take in the folder and the smaller envelope. Gabriel went into the kitchen and turned down the heat. When he returned, he sat in the armchair rather than beside Rafael.

      “I saw Nadia today,” Rafael said.

      “I’m glad.”

      “I told her about my work. What I’ve been signing.”

      Gabriel looked at the folder. “The guarantee?”

      “Before that. Since two thousand fourteen. I’ve approved descriptions of money I knew came from cocaine. Described it as something else.”

      The refrigerator stopped humming. Rafael could hear someone walking overhead.

      “You knew,” Gabriel said.

      “Yes.”

      “Not suspected.”

      “I knew.”

      Gabriel put a hand over his mouth and left it there a moment. Rafael waited for him to lower it.

      “When you told me about Sunday,” Gabriel said. “In my kitchen.”

      “I didn’t tell you about the earlier ones.”

      “You let me think refusing was something different.”

      “It was different from what I’d done before.”

      Gabriel looked at him, and Rafael wished he could take back the distinction.

      “I should have told you then. I knew what you thought, and I wanted to stay.”

      “And you stayed.”

      “Yes.”

      Gabriel stood and went to the window. He did not look out. He adjusted the blind, then released it before it had moved far.

      “You said there were people doing real work.”

      “There are.”

      “I asked what you did.”

      “I know.”

      Gabriel turned. “Does Nadia know all of it?”

      “Everything I could tell her today. She’s going through the records.”

      “What else?”

      Rafael had rehearsed the next part in the car. He had begun with his intention, explaining how he thought his father could protect Javier. Now the first sentence seemed to put him somewhere other than where he belonged.

      “Javier asked me not to tell my father he wanted to leave. I told him anyway.”

      Gabriel remained by the window.

      “Before the café?”

      “Yes. I told him about the lawyer.”

      “Why would you tell him about the lawyer?”

      “I wanted him to understand he had to let Javier go.”

      Gabriel sat again, farther forward now, his hands between his knees.

      “When I brought food. You said you thought you could get him out.”

      “Yes.”

      “I asked whether you knew somebody was going to hurt him.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Did you think your father was capable of it?”

      Rafael looked at him. Gabriel did not let him escape into the wording.

      “Before Javier died. Did you think your father could have someone killed?”

      “Yes.”

      Gabriel looked down at the floor. There was a dark mark beneath the coffee table where a previous tenant had dragged something. Rafael had noticed it on Wednesday while reaching for Gabriel’s hand.

      “I thought he’d listen to me,” Rafael said.

      “I heard that part.”

      Rafael stopped.

      They sat while the light changed at the window. Gabriel eventually went into the kitchen and switched off the oven. He brought back no food.

      “I love you,” he said.

      Rafael had wanted to hear it for days. He could not find a way to answer without making the room worse.

      “That doesn’t make this easier,” Gabriel said. “I need time.”

      “I love you too.”

      Gabriel closed his eyes briefly.

      “I know I should have told you before.”

      “Yes.”

      “Before Wednesday.”

      “Yes.”

      Rafael put a hand on the overnight bag. He had packed the same things, taking care over a shirt Gabriel said he liked.

      “Do you wish we hadn’t?”

      Gabriel opened his eyes. “Don’t ask me to answer that as if I didn’t want you.”

      “I’m not.”

      “I wanted you. I still want you. I can’t make that answer all the other questions.”

      Rafael nodded, though Gabriel was no longer looking at him.

      He explained the envelope. Inés had agreed that Gabriel could read the copies and use them to ask Tomás about Arturo. Anything further had to be discussed with her. Gabriel listened, then put the envelope on the table without opening it.

      “I had something to tell you too,” he said.

      “I’m listening.”

      Gabriel rubbed both hands over his face. “I can’t do it properly tonight.”

      Rafael waited. He wanted to insist, and knew how insistence would sound coming from him now.

      “Tomorrow?”

      Gabriel nodded.

      “I’ll be in Texas,” Rafael said. “Nadia asked me to stay here while we work out what happens next.”

      “Are you going to speak to them?”

      “I’ve asked her to arrange the next steps. I need to correct what I told the police.”

      “What didn’t you tell them?”

      “About my father. Going to him.”

      Gabriel looked at the envelope, then at Rafael’s folder. “You should take your papers.”

      “I will.”

      He put them in the bag. In the bedroom doorway his shirt was almost dry. He touched the cuff but left it hanging.

      Gabriel came as far as the front door.

      “When will you call?”

      “Tomorrow afternoon.”

      “All right.”

      Rafael lifted the bag and went downstairs. He had to set it on the pavement to find his keys.
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      On Wednesday Nadia called while he was making coffee he no longer wanted.

      “I’ve begun checking who should receive the approach,” she said. “I’ll tell you before anything substantive goes out.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Has anyone contacted you?”

      He told her about a message from Isabel asking him to attend a meeting on Friday. Nadia wanted to see the invitation and know who would be there before discussing whether he should go. He forwarded it while they spoke.

      “And Gabriel?” she asked. “You said you intended to tell him.”

      “I did.”

      “Does he have your records?”

      “No.”

      She did not ask how the conversation had ended. He was grateful, then unexpectedly disappointed.

      Gabriel answered that afternoon from the hospital. He had agreed to work late and asked whether they could meet Thursday instead of trying to talk between calls. Rafael said yes. They settled on his apartment at six.

      Afterward he unpacked the overnight bag. He put the folded shirt back in the drawer and hung the other one beside his jacket. The empty bag would not stand upright when he set it on the closet shelf. He laid it on its side.
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          THE WARNING

        

      

    

    
      The number on Inés’s calendar page had been written over so many times that Gabriel first read it as a date.

      He turned the copy sideways beneath the kitchen light. Beside it was a time, followed by three words in Spanish: said he called. There was no subject. On the line below, Inés had written Arturo’s name and a question mark.

      He had left the envelope unopened through most of Wednesday. It sat where Rafael had placed it while Gabriel went to work, came home, and found reasons to clean things he normally ignored. When he finally opened it, he read Arturo’s note first. Then he put it back because he could hear Rafael saying cocaine in the quiet room.

      On Thursday morning he called Inés.

      “Rafael said I could ask about your handwriting.”

      “Which part?”

      He gave her the date and read the line. She asked him to wait. He heard a drawer opening, the sound of a machine stopping.

      “That was Arturo. He said he’d called Reyes. I asked what he’d been told.”

      “What does the question mark mean?”

      “That I didn’t get an answer.”

      Gabriel looked at the mark again. He had wanted it to refer to something more definite.

      “And the entry beneath it?”

      “That was me calling. I wrote down when I left the message.”

      “Did you speak to my father that day?”

      “No. Later.”

      He wrote her explanation on a separate sheet. He did not add anything to the copy.

      “I’m going to ask him about these.”

      “Rafael told me.”

      “Is there anything you don’t want me to show him?”

      “Those are the pages I agreed to send.”

      Her voice was patient but tired. Gabriel had already asked a question she had answered through Rafael.

      “Thank you.”

      “Tell me what he says.”

      “I will.”

      After they hung up, Gabriel took out the note. Arturo had written it in Spanish, the lines sloping toward the bottom of the page. There were ordinary things near the beginning: a bill due, a reminder about someone collecting a coat. Then he wrote that he had told Reyes he could not continue. Reyes wanted him to meet again. Arturo did not know what to tell Inés about leaving, and was ashamed of asking her to wait.

      Gabriel read the sentence three times. He pictured his father saying it could still help Rafael to speak. He put the page down and made himself distinguish the two conversations.

      One date on the calendar was close to Nora’s birthday. He remembered coming home from university that fall, his sister angry because Tomás had missed something she had asked him to attend. There had been a cake with pale frosting. He could see her pushing it away.

      He took out a family photograph album Marisol had sent home with him years earlier. The picture he found was from another birthday. Nora was younger than he remembered, her hair cut short, and his father stood behind her chair.

      He closed the album.

      At noon he asked Tomás whether he would be home later. His father answered that he could see him at four.

      Gabriel put the copies in a folder. His account of the signature disclosure remained folded in his wallet. He took it out, smoothed it beside the other papers, then returned it to the same place.
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      Tomás was sitting at the dining table reading something on his phone when Gabriel arrived.

      Gabriel set the folder on the table.

      His father put down the phone. He looked at the folder before asking what was in it.

      “Inés gave me copies. Her notes from the time Arturo died. A message he left her.”

      Tomás leaned back.

      “You went to see her.”

      “She agreed to send them through Rafael. I spoke to her this morning about the handwriting.”

      “And what do you think you have?”

      Gabriel opened the folder. “Something to ask you about.”

      He laid Arturo’s note between them. Tomás did not pick it up at first. He read the beginning, then moved it closer.

      Gabriel waited. In the kitchen a faucet dripped at uneven intervals.

      “He says he told you he couldn’t continue,” Gabriel said. “You told me he stopped cooperating.”

      “He did.”

      “After asking to stop.”

      “People asked to stop often. Sometimes they meant for a week. Sometimes they wanted something we hadn’t agreed to give them.”

      “What did Arturo want?”

      “A way out.”

      “And what did you tell him?”

      Tomás put the note down. “That I was working on it.”

      “Did you ask him to continue?”

      “We had work in progress.”

      Gabriel looked at the page. He had known what he would find there before coming, and still wanted his father to point to something he had missed.

      “You told me he stopped and you tried to find him. You didn’t mention that he’d asked you.”

      “I gave you an account of something that happened fifteen years ago. I didn’t give you a transcript.”

      “Why leave that part out?”

      “Because I don’t usually discuss source relationships with my son.”

      “You told me about calling Inés. I felt sorry for you.”

      Tomás looked away. Gabriel could see his jaw working.

      “It was difficult.”

      “I believe you.”

      His father turned back, and for a moment Gabriel thought the answer had reached him.

      “Then don’t bring me one piece of paper and decide it tells you everything.”

      Gabriel placed the calendar copy beside the note. “I asked her what these entries mean. Some are messages she left. Some are things Arturo told her. She was careful about the difference.”

      “Good.”

      “Was he afraid somebody at work had found out?”

      “He was afraid from the beginning.”

      “Did anything change?”

      Tomás pushed back his chair. He went to the kitchen, opened a cabinet, and closed it without taking anything out. Gabriel remained at the table.

      When his father returned, he stood instead of sitting.

      “I spent years trying to make a case against people who could buy time whenever we got close. Witnesses changed their minds. Records vanished. People died. Arturo came to us because he knew what he was involved in. I didn’t create his danger.”

      “Did he tell you it had changed?”

      “He told me he was frightened.”

      “And you asked him to keep going.”

      “I asked him to help us establish what we needed to help him.”

      Gabriel could hear the slight change in emphasis, the promise contained in the repeated word. He had used it with Rafael himself, speaking to Nora about somebody who did not understand what would happen if he waited.

      “Did you write that down?” he asked.

      His father went still.

      “What?”

      “That he asked to stop. That you asked him to continue.”

      “You’re asking about official records now.”

      “I’m asking whether the conversation you remember is in them.”

      Tomás reached for the papers. Gabriel put a hand on the folder, leaving the pages where they were.

      “I’d like to keep these,” his father said.

      “I’m taking them with me.”

      “They may be relevant.”

      “I know.”

      “Then they should be looked at properly.”

      “They’re copies. The originals are elsewhere. Inés has a lawyer helping her decide what she wants to do.”

      Tomás took his hand away.

      “You’ve prepared this.”

      “I called her because I couldn’t read a line.”

      “You’ve come here with copies and an answer about originals. Are you building a case against your father?”

      The back door opened. Marisol entered carrying a bag of groceries and stopped when she saw the papers.

      “What’s happened?”

      “Nothing,” Tomás said.

      Gabriel looked at his mother. “I’m asking about Arturo Varela.”

      She set the bag on the counter. A long green stalk protruded from the top, bent where it had caught against the door.

      “His wife called here,” she said.

      Tomás turned toward her.

      “Years ago,” she added. “I gave you the message.”

      “I know.”

      Marisol looked from him to Gabriel. “What are you asking?”

      “Whether he wanted to stop before he was killed. What Dad told him.”

      She pulled out a chair.

      Tomás said, “This has nothing to do with you.”

      Marisol sat. “I took her message. I’m staying.”

      Gabriel gathered the copies. He could feel himself wanting his mother to ask the questions, to make them sound like something his father had to answer.

      “I’ll let Inés know what you said,” he told him.

      “Let her know what I actually said.”

      “I will.”

      His mother stood to walk him out. In the hall she touched his sleeve.

      “Are you all right to drive?”

      “Yes.”

      “Have you eaten?”

      He shook his head. She looked toward the kitchen, then at his keys.

      “Call me tomorrow.”

      He kissed her cheek. Behind her, Tomás had sat down at the table where the papers had been.
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      Rafael opened the apartment door before Gabriel had finished knocking. He wore a shirt Gabriel had seen in the overnight bag, its sleeves still folded from the last time he wore it.

      “Come in.”

      Gabriel put his light jacket beside the empty bag near the sofa. Rafael offered water. He accepted because his mouth was dry, then set the glass down without drinking.

      “I saw my father.”

      Rafael remained standing. “What did he say?”

      Gabriel described the conversation, including what Tomás had acknowledged and what he had refused to answer. He did not say the note proved that his father could have prevented the murder. Rafael listened without asking him to say it.

      “Have you told Inés?”

      “I left a message asking when I could call.”

      Rafael sat at the far end of the sofa. There was room beside him. Gabriel took the chair.

      “This isn’t all I came to tell you.”

      Rafael looked at him.

      “On Friday, at the house, I told him you’d refused to sign the guarantee.”

      Outside, a vehicle accelerated away from the building. Rafael waited until the sound had passed.

      “You told your father.”

      “Yes.”

      “What exactly?”

      “That your aunt wanted a guarantee signed, that you wouldn’t sign it, and that it happened Sunday. He asked why. I said he would have to ask you.”

      “Did you tell him where I told you?”

      “No.”

      “That we’d been together?”

      “No.”

      Rafael looked toward the kitchen. Gabriel remembered him standing there with a knife in his hand, saying he could chop the onion himself.

      “What did you think he would do with it?”

      “I wanted him to understand you were trying to leave. He said there might still be a way for you to get out. I told him as though it was an argument I could win for you.”

      “You promised.”

      “I know.”

      “You were at that table. You told me I wouldn’t have to guess whether you were asking things for somebody else.”

      “I told him. You hadn’t said I could. I’m sorry.”

      Rafael pressed his palms together, then separated them.

      “Who else knows?”

      “He told people working on the case. Leila Haddad. Paul Danner. He said others, but he didn’t give me more names.”

      “When did you find that out?”

      “Sunday.”

      Rafael raised his eyes. “Before I went to dinner.”

      “Yes.”

      “You could have told me on the phone.”

      “Yes.”

      “I asked you.”

      Gabriel nodded.

      “And Tuesday?”

      “I should have told you then too.”

      Rafael got up and carried Gabriel’s untouched water to the counter. For a moment he seemed to have forgotten why he had picked it up. He left it near the sink.

      “Did you want me to tell you about the earlier signatures first?”

      “No. I didn’t know what you were going to say.”

      “But you let me say it.”

      “Yes.”

      Gabriel felt the folded paper against his leg. He took it out and laid it on the low table.

      “I wrote down what I said and when. After he told me he’d passed it on. I don’t want to change the account because I’m ashamed of it.”

      Rafael looked at the page without approaching.

      “I don’t want to read it now.”

      Gabriel picked it up. “I’m sorry.”

      “You knew what that morning was to me.”

      “It was the same to me.”

      Rafael shook his head once. Gabriel stopped.

      “How do I know which part you’ll use next time you’re frightened?”

      He could promise. He could tell Rafael that knowing how badly he had hurt him made another disclosure impossible. He heard himself beginning to draw breath and closed his mouth.

      “I don’t know how to make you believe me now.”

      Rafael stood with his back to the counter.

      “I need you to go.”

      Gabriel rose. He put the paper back in his wallet, picked up the jacket beside Rafael’s bag, and went to the door.

      Rafael opened it for him. Gabriel waited for a moment, then stepped into the hall.
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          THE ACCOUNT IN HIS OWN NAME

        

      

    

    
      Celia was waiting at reception with a carton that had once held printer paper. She had written Rafael’s name on the lid.

      “These are the property files you asked for,” she said. “Copies. I kept the originals where they were.”

      “Thank you.”

      “There’s something Isabel wants to show you.”

      He put a hand beneath the carton. It was heavier than he expected.

      “She can send it.”

      “She wants me to explain the schedule.”

      Rafael looked at her. Behind the reception desk a temporary employee was searching through a drawer for a stapler. Celia lowered her voice.

      “She’s put my name on it again.”

      Nadia had asked why he needed to collect the files himself. He had said he would be in and out, that he still worked there and could not ask Celia to carry everything for him. She had told him she would prefer to request the material on his behalf. He had not told her he would stay for a meeting.

      “Where is she?”

      “Your office.”

      He set the carton beside the reception desk.

      “Stay with me,” he said.

      Celia looked at him without moving.

      “If you want to,” he added.

      She led the way.

      Isabel had replaced the papers on Rafael’s desk with a thin folder and a set of keys. Sloan sat near the window, his jacket open. He stood when Rafael came in and offered his hand. Rafael nodded instead.

      “Sit down,” Isabel said. “This shouldn’t take long.”

      Rafael remained beside Celia until she took the chair nearest the door. He sat in the other one.

      “I asked for copies.”

      “And you have them. I’m asking you to look at a proposal.”

      Isabel opened the folder. The first page bore the name of a company Rafael knew, one that held several small commercial properties. His name appeared beneath a proposed management structure.

      “The operations can be separated,” she said. “You’d have your own income and responsibility for the buildings. No more decisions arriving from your father’s office every afternoon.”

      Rafael read the list. The properties were occupied. He knew the tenants, knew which ones paid late and which took care of the spaces better than the company did. For a moment he could imagine a week in which those were the problems he had to solve.

      “Does he know?”

      “He knows I’m working on the structure.”

      “Did he say yes?”

      “It’s a draft, Rafael.”

      Sloan settled back in his chair. He was watching Rafael rather than the folder.

      “It would give you the distance you’ve been asking for,” Isabel said.

      “Who takes the old commitments?”

      “They remain with the existing companies.”

      “Whose authority closes the schedules?”

      “Celia can explain the supporting documents.”

      Celia held a copy in both hands. She had marked several places with small tabs.

      “This says I prepared and verified the classifications,” she said. “I prepared the schedule. I didn’t decide the classifications.”

      “You reconciled them,” Isabel said.

      “Against what I was given.”

      Rafael turned to the page she indicated. The wording assigned responsibility to the person completing the schedule. Elsewhere, a statement described the proposed division as relying on information supplied by accounting staff.

      “It leaves my name off the earlier decisions,” he said.

      “It gives you a beginning,” Isabel said.

      “And gives her the earlier decisions.”

      “No one has asked Celia to accept decisions she didn’t make.”

      Celia laid her copy on his desk.

      “Then change it.”

      Isabel looked at her. Rafael had never heard Celia speak that directly to his aunt.

      “We can clarify the wording,” Sloan said.

      “The approvals stay attached,” Rafael said. “All of them.”

      “They haven’t gone anywhere.”

      “Then why does this describe the work as hers?”

      Isabel closed the folder halfway. “Because she did the work.”

      Celia’s face reddened. “I entered what you told me to enter.”

      “You initialed it.”

      “After you said Rafael had approved it.”

      She turned toward him.

      “March two years ago. The quarter-end schedule. You sent the confirmation from the airport.”

      He remembered the message because the plane had been delayed and Isabel had called twice while he was trying to change his connection. He had approved the figures to end the call.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “And June.”

      “Yes.”

      “I knew the descriptions weren’t what we’d booked,” Celia said. “I asked. You said they had been agreed.”

      “I did.”

      Isabel looked from one to the other. “They had.”

      Rafael turned the proposal facedown.

      “I’m not signing this.”

      Sloan got up. He crossed to the door and pushed it closed. The latch made a quiet, ordinary sound.

      “We need to finish,” he said.

      Rafael stood too. “We have.”

      “You’ve rejected something your aunt spent considerable time arranging. We haven’t discussed what you expect instead.”

      “I don’t expect you to arrange it.”

      Sloan stayed in front of the door. There was room for someone to stand beside him, but no way to reach the handle without moving him or asking him to move.

      “Victor,” Isabel said.

      He glanced at her. “A few minutes.”

      Celia had risen halfway from her chair. She sat again, holding the edge of the seat. Rafael heard the temporary employee laughing outside, then the sound of a drawer shutting.

      His phone began to vibrate on the desk. He had put it there when Celia gave him the schedule. Sloan reached it first.

      “Give me that.”

      Sloan looked at the screen. “You can call back.”

      “Put it down.”

      “Sit. We’ll discuss what needs changing.”

      Rafael moved toward him. Sloan did not retreat. The phone stopped vibrating in his hand.

      “You don’t get to decide whether I leave my office.”

      “It’s the company office. Let’s keep that clear.”

      Isabel remained behind the desk. Rafael looked at her.

      “Tell him to give it back.”

      She turned to Sloan. “There’s no need for that.”

      “There’s a need to stop pretending he can decline every responsibility and have somebody else absorb it.”

      Sloan’s voice had not risen. Rafael could smell his aftershave. He remembered Sloan at the house, leaning across him to refill Elena’s glass. He had been wearing the same shirt, or one like it.

      “Open the door,” Rafael said.

      “Does Gabriel understand what this will cost?”

      Rafael stopped moving.

      Sloan saw it. “He knows you have obligations. Perhaps you should explain how many people rely on you meeting them.”

      “You leave him out of this.”

      “You brought him into it.”

      The phone began vibrating again. Sloan turned it facedown against his palm. Rafael could not see who was calling.

      Celia stood. “I need to get back to my desk.”

      “In a minute,” Sloan said.

      She looked at Isabel. “Am I being told I can’t leave?”

      Isabel’s eyes moved to the door, then to the phone in Sloan’s hand.

      “No,” she said. “Victor, move.”

      “We’re very close to having an answer.”

      “We have an answer. Open it.”

      Sloan watched her. Rafael could hear his own breathing and tried to slow it before anyone else noticed. Celia had picked up her copy, folding it beneath one arm so that her hands were free.

      Isabel came around the desk.

      “Give him his telephone.”

      For a moment the two of them stood facing each other. Then Sloan held out the phone. Rafael took it without looking at the screen.

      Sloan stepped aside and opened the door. The temporary employee glanced toward them, holding the stapler she had found.

      “Celia,” Rafael said.

      She went through first. He followed, leaving the proposal facedown on his desk.

      At reception she stopped beside the carton.

      “I need my purse.”

      “I’ll wait.”

      He stayed where he could see the corridor while she went to her desk. She came back with a bag over her shoulder and a cardigan she had not put on.

      Outside, the sun hurt his eyes. Celia stopped near her car.

      “He’s never done that before,” she said.

      Rafael looked at his phone. The calls were from the manager of a property whose boiler had failed. There was nothing on the screen to show that someone had kept him from answering.

      “He did it today.”

      Celia unlocked her car, then stood with the door open.

      “Are you going back?” he asked.

      “My check is in there.”

      He did not tell her she could afford to leave it.

      “Call someone you trust,” he said. “Tell them what happened.”

      “Who are you calling?”

      He took Nadia’s card from his wallet and showed her the name. Through the glass entrance he could see the carton still beside reception. He called the temporary employee and asked her to bring it outside. Celia stayed until he had put it in the car.
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      Nadia asked where he was before she asked what had happened. He told her he was in his car outside the office. She told him to leave the parking lot and call from somewhere he could speak safely. If anyone tried to stop him, he was to call emergency services.

      He drove to her office. She had another appointment and could not see him for half an hour. He waited in the reception area with the carton at his feet. A woman beside him was filling in a form, pausing often to ask her daughter how to spell something. The daughter answered each time without looking up from her own papers.

      His hands began shaking when he tried to write the time on the back of Nadia’s card. He rested it on the carton and tried again.

      Nadia came out to get him. In her office she let him describe the incident once without interruption. Then she went back through it.

      “Was the door locked?”

      “I don’t know. He stood in front of it.”

      “Did you ask to leave?”

      “I told him to open it.”

      “Did Celia?”

      “She asked whether she was being told she couldn’t leave.”

      “Did you see a weapon?”

      “No.”

      “Any physical contact besides the phone?”

      “No.”

      The answers seemed too small for what had happened in the room. He wanted to explain how Sloan had looked, how little force he needed. Nadia asked him for the words about Gabriel, and he found he remembered them exactly.

      She helped him report the incident. The person taking the account asked some of the same questions and gave him a reference number. Rafael wrote it down. Nobody said Sloan would be arrested that afternoon.

      “Celia should give her own account,” Nadia said afterward. “Through her own advice if she chooses. Don’t agree on a version with her.”

      “She was there.”

      “I know. Let her tell it.”

      He opened the carton. Some of the files were older than he expected. Celia had included the earlier approvals with the property schedules, paper-clipped in groups with the dates facing outward.

      Nadia moved a stack aside so he could put them on the table.

      “These are mine,” he said, pointing to the first set. “The ones she initialed after I approved them.”

      “Show me.”

      They worked until her assistant came in to ask whether she needed the office kept open. Nadia said they were almost finished.

      Rafael’s phone stayed on the desk where he could reach it. He looked at the blank screen several times. Gabriel did not call.
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      On Saturday he sent Celia Nadia’s warning about getting advice of her own, keeping the message short. He did not ask what she intended to tell anyone. She answered that she had spoken to her sister and would make some calls.

      Then she sent a second message.

      Did you show her the approvals?

      He looked toward the carton beside the table.

      Yes. Thank you.

      He added that the originals should remain where they were and deleted the sentence. Celia had already told him that she had kept them.

      For the rest of the morning he answered messages about ordinary work. A tenant wanted an estimate. A contractor needed a decision about access to an empty unit. Rafael gave the tenant the manager’s number and told the contractor whom to call.

      At noon a man from maintenance called about the wages.

      “Celia said you’d asked.”

      “I have.”

      “Are we being paid?”

      Rafael looked at the figures he no longer had authority to promise.

      “I don’t know.”

      The man was quiet. Rafael had known his name for six years and could not remember which of his children had begun college.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “I need to tell my wife something.”

      “Tell her I don’t know. I shouldn’t have made it sound as though I could settle it.”

      The man thanked him without warmth and ended the call.
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      On Sunday Nadia called to confirm that Rafael wanted her to proceed with the formal approach and arrange correction of his witness account. She described the proposed order of the meetings and what she still needed from him. He listened with a pen in his hand.

      “You can take time to read what I’ve sent,” she said.

      “I’ve read it.”

      “Then I need your decision.”

      He looked at the apartment around him, the company furniture, the window someone else paid to have cleaned. His bag was still on the closet shelf.

      “Go ahead.”

      Afterward he called Gabriel. They arranged to meet Monday afternoon at a small park near the public library. Gabriel sounded tired. He asked whether Rafael was all right, and Rafael told him there had been an incident at the office, that he had left and reported it.

      “What incident?”

      Rafael described it. He could hear Gabriel wanting to interrupt.

      “Are you going back?”

      “No.”

      “Where are you now?”

      “At the apartment. Nadia knows.”

      Gabriel was silent for a moment. “Monday. Three?”

      “Yes.”

      Isabel called that evening while Rafael was putting the last copies in date order.

      “Do you understand what it cost me to tell Victor to move?”

      “Yes.”

      “He thinks I’ve chosen against him.”

      Rafael set down the paper in his hand.

      “Why did he believe he could keep us there?”

      “He was trying to finish something.”

      “He took my phone.”

      “I made him give it back.”

      “I know what you did. I’m asking what you expected before you did it.”

      She did not answer immediately. Somewhere behind her a door closed.

      “Somebody has to keep these businesses alive.”

      “I won’t come back to your office.”

      “It’s your workplace too.”

      “Not for another meeting like that.”

      “You can’t just leave me to deal with everything.”

      He ended the call. In the message to Nadia he entered the time, then wrote down his aunt’s words.
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          THE TERMS OF LEAVING

        

      

    

    
      Gabriel folded Rafael’s shirt twice before finding a bag that did not advertise a pharmacy.

      It was dry now. He had moved it from the bedroom door to a hanger in the closet on Friday, then taken it out because seeing it beside his own clothes made him think Rafael might come back for the night. On Saturday he put it in the laundry basket, where it did not belong.

      He laid it in a plain paper bag and left for the park.

      The library had a small garden on one side, open to the sidewalk. Two men were playing chess at a concrete table, with another man standing behind them to offer advice neither wanted. A woman had spread a blanket for a baby beneath the trees. Gabriel chose a bench where he could see the street.

      Rafael arrived without a jacket. He had shaved, but there was a patch beside his jaw he had missed. Gabriel wanted to touch it. He put the bag between his feet.

      “Your shirt,” he said.

      “Thank you.”

      Rafael sat at the other end of the bench. The distance was ordinary for two men in a public garden. Gabriel had to stop himself from closing it.

      “How are you?”

      “I’m tired.”

      “Did you sleep?”

      “Some.”

      Gabriel looked toward the chess game. One player was holding a piece above the board while the man behind him continued talking.

      “I’m not going to ask you for a report on your sleep.”

      Rafael smiled faintly. “I don’t have a very good one.”

      For a moment they could have begun again with something small. Gabriel could ask about the fan, which he had put on the floor because it vibrated too much on the counter. Rafael could accuse him of admitting the purchase had been a mistake. The conversation lay close enough that Gabriel almost took it.

      Rafael described the office again: the proposal, Celia’s name, Sloan blocking the door. Gabriel kept his hands on his knees.

      “Still the company apartment?”

      “For now.”

      “They have keys.”

      “I know.”

      “You could stay somewhere else tonight.”

      “That’s being arranged.”

      Gabriel turned toward him. “You keep saying arranged.”

      “Because there are things I need to do with someone who knows what she’s doing.”

      “I want them out of your life for a while. I keep thinking about you asleep in there.”

      Rafael looked at the grass. The baby had begun crying, and the woman was putting things into a bag with one hand while holding the child against her shoulder.

      “What does that mean?” he asked.

      “No more dinners. No more calls where your mother tells you she’s made something you like. No more giving your aunt another chance to explain.”

      “I’m not going to Mexico.”

      “Then tell them you’re finished.”

      Rafael looked back at him. “All of them.”

      “For now, yes.”

      “Including my mother.”

      “She knows what your father does.”

      “I know what my father does.”

      Gabriel drew a breath. “And you need to get out.”

      “I’ve hired a lawyer. I’m giving her the records. I’ve asked her to arrange the correction to my statement. I left the office and reported what happened.”

      “After going there.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why did you go?”

      “Celia was there. They’d put my decisions under her name.”

      “You could have called Nadia.”

      “I did afterward.”

      “Afterward keeps being too late.”

      Rafael looked away sharply. Gabriel heard the sentence again and wished he had chosen different words, but he could not say he did not mean it.

      “I can’t watch this happen,” he said.

      “Then don’t.”

      Neither moved. At the chess table someone finally set down the piece.

      “Is that what you want?” Gabriel asked.

      “No.”

      “Then what are you asking me to do?”

      Rafael put his hands together between his knees. “Let me make the next decision with my lawyer. Let it be mine.”

      “Even if it’s the same decision you’ve made before?”

      “You don’t know what it is yet.”

      “I know you’re still answering them.”

      “Sometimes I need to know what they’ve said so I can report it. Sometimes it’s my mother asking whether I’m all right. I don’t know how to do all of this yet.”

      Gabriel studied the missed patch beside his jaw. It would have taken a moment to kiss him there. He could feel how readily his body would accept a pause in the argument.

      “I wanted to believe you,” Gabriel said.

      Rafael nodded. His eyes had become bright, though his voice remained steady.

      “So did I.”

      Gabriel looked down at his own hands. He had forgotten the mark on his thumb until the skin caught against his trousers, a small cut from opening something at work.

      “I should never have told my father.”

      “No.”

      “I’m not asking you to call it help.”

      “You’ve already decided where I should live. Who I should call. I can’t do this with you too.”

      “I’m trying to get you somewhere safe.”

      Rafael picked up the paper bag and put it beside him. The folded shirt made a neat square beneath the open top.

      “What are you doing about Tomás?”

      “I’ve spoken to Inés. Told her what he said.”

      “And?”

      “She’s getting advice.”

      “What are you doing?”

      Gabriel moved his foot back beneath the bench. “I need to understand what happened. The papers don’t tell us everything.”

      “I know.”

      “There are official records. People who can review them.”

      “Have you spoken to those people?”

      “Not yet.”

      Rafael looked at him for a long time.

      “He’s your father,” he said.

      “Yes.”

      “You can take time to understand him.”

      Gabriel felt himself becoming angry. “He didn’t order a murder.”

      “I haven’t said he did.”

      “You can’t ask me to treat them as the same.”

      “I’m asking why you need to tell me who I can speak to while you decide what to do about him.”

      The woman with the baby came toward the path. Gabriel moved his bag out of her way. She thanked him, and for a few seconds he had an ordinary exchange with someone who expected nothing more from him.

      When he turned back, Rafael was watching the child.

      “I’m frightened for you,” Gabriel said.

      “I’m frightened too.”

      “Then why does everything I ask sound unreasonable to you?”

      “Because you want me to promise before you’ll believe I’m doing anything.”

      Gabriel began to answer and stopped. He had arrived with the shape of the promise already in his mind. Rafael would leave the apartment, stop taking calls, tell his family there would be no more meetings. Gabriel would help him find somewhere, be there in the evenings, make sure he ate. He had imagined it as the beginning of what happened next.

      Rafael turned toward him. “Would you believe me if I said it now?”

      He tried to answer honestly.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Then I can’t give you what you came for.”

      Across the garden, one of the chess players stood and stretched. The other began putting the pieces in a plastic box. Their adviser stayed beside the table, continuing a game that had already ended.

      Gabriel wanted to ask Rafael to stay until the garden emptied. He wanted a few more minutes without deciding what they meant. The clock on the library wall was visible through the glass doors.

      “You have to go,” he said.

      “At four. Nadia’s expecting me.”

      “You came knowing you’d leave.”

      Rafael looked at him. “We always know that.”

      Gabriel rubbed a hand over his face.

      “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      Rafael said it without reaching for him.

      “I don’t know how to keep doing this,” Gabriel said.

      “Neither do I.”

      “Not like this.”

      Rafael nodded. He looked down into the bag, then folded the top closed.

      “I can’t keep coming over and wondering whether you’re waiting for me to make the right choice before you touch me.”

      “That isn’t fair.”

      “No. It may not be.”

      Gabriel wanted to defend himself. He wanted to say that Rafael had let him make choices without knowing whom he was choosing. Both things were true enough to prolong the afternoon. He could see Rafael waiting for them.

      He moved his hand across the bench. Rafael looked at it, then put his own over it. They sat with their hands together for a while, neither gripping hard enough to keep the other there.

      When Rafael stood, Gabriel let go.

      “Take care,” he said.

      Rafael nodded once. He picked up the bag and walked toward the street.

      A dark car was waiting at the curb. Gabriel stood before he had decided to, watching Rafael approach it. He could call his name, warn him, cross the garden and ask who was driving.

      Rafael spoke to the woman behind the wheel, checked something on his phone, and got into the back seat. There was a ride-service decal in the rear window. Gabriel sat again as the car pulled away.
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      Nora found him outside the library forty minutes later. She had come straight from a site visit and had dust on one sleeve.

      “Have you been sitting here the whole time?”

      “Mostly.”

      “Do you want to go home?”

      He nodded.

      She had not asked what happened over the phone. In the car she turned off the radio and waited until they were past the first intersection.

      “Did you break up?”

      “I think so.”

      “Does he think so?”

      “Yes.”

      Nora drove with both hands on the wheel. A truck in front of them braked late, and she moved back to give it more room.

      “I kept asking him to leave everything,” Gabriel said.

      “Did he say he would?”

      “He’s doing things. He has a lawyer. There was trouble at the office.”

      “You told me.”

      “I wanted him somewhere they couldn’t call him.”

      Nora glanced at him. “Is there somewhere like that?”

      He looked out of the window. A man was carrying two grocery bags with one handle looped painfully around his wrist. Gabriel watched until they passed him.

      At the apartment Nora put water on for tea without asking which kind he wanted. She found a box behind the coffee and held it up. He nodded. The green fan stood on the floor beneath the counter.

      “Does that work?”

      “After a fashion.”

      “Can I move it? I’m going to trip over it.”

      “Of course.”

      She put it on a shelf. Gabriel stayed at the table and took Inés’s papers from the folder. On top was the number for Rosa Luján, sent after he had told Inés about the conversation with Tomás.

      “I need to call someone.”

      “Do you want me to go?”

      “No. Would you stay?”

      Nora sat across from him. He told her he wanted to ask about providing Inés’s account, with her permission, and giving his own account of what Tomás had said. He did not know which office should receive them or how to keep the material from simply returning to his father.

      “Her lawyer can tell you where to begin,” Nora said.

      He put his phone on the table. For a moment he thought of calling Marisol first, telling her what he intended. She would listen. She might ask him to wait until she had spoken to Tomás, or might say she understood. He could make the evening depend on that answer.

      He dialed the number Inés had given him.

      Nora got up when the kettle clicked off. Gabriel watched her fill two mugs while the phone rang. He had begun to hope it would go to voicemail when a woman answered.

      “Rosa Luján’s office.”

      He sat forward.

      “My name is Gabriel Reyes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN
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          A LAWYER OF HIS OWN

        

      

    

    
      Nadia asked Rafael to put away the page of answers he had written in the car.

      “They aren’t answers yet,” she said. “You haven’t heard the questions.”

      He folded it and put it in his bag. He had begun with dates, then added sentences explaining why he had done things. By the bottom of the page the dates were difficult to find.

      They were in her office on Tuesday morning. She had arranged the first substantive meeting for the following day, after discussions he had not attended and calls during which she asked him to wait outside. He had signed nothing without reading it, though some of the pages needed her explanation twice.

      “We’ll go through the terms again before we start,” she said. “If you don’t understand a question, say so. If you need to speak to me privately, ask.”

      “What if I don’t remember?”

      “Then say that. Don’t fill a gap because you think a complete story sounds better.”

      He looked at the bag containing his page.

      “Will Reyes be there?”

      “No.”

      Nadia had raised the conflict with prosecutor Claire Dawson. The meeting would be supervised outside Tomás’s direct control, but she could not promise that everyone working on related matters would remain unaware of Rafael’s account.

      “We’ll raise the conflict again if we need to,” she said. “Decide on what’s actually been agreed.”

      “I’m coming.”

      “I know. I want you to understand why.”

      They reviewed his account until he stopped trying to decide which part should come first to make him easier to hear. Nadia placed the financial records beside the notes from the café.

      That afternoon he spoke to the detective who had interviewed him at the hospital, with Nadia present. He gave the conversation with Mateo and the reassurance he had repeated to Javier. The detective asked why he had not said it before.

      “I didn’t want to tell you I’d gone to my father.”

      “Because you thought he was involved?”

      Rafael looked at Nadia. She waited.

      “Because I was afraid of what it meant. And because I didn’t want you asking him about something I’d said.”

      “You told me your aunt knew about settling the pay.”

      “Yes.”

      “You knew your father knew too.”

      “Yes.”

      The detective asked him to separate what he had told Mateo on the terrace from what Mateo knew on the morning of the murder. Rafael described the calls. He had said he was meeting Javier. His father had told him to come home first.

      “Did he say why?”

      “That he needed to speak to me.”

      “Did he say someone was going to the café?”

      “No.”

      “Did he tell you not to meet Mr. Mena?”

      “He told me to come to him first. I said I would speak to him afterward.”

      The detective waited until he finished. Rafael could hear a pen moving over paper and remembered the hospital room, the way he had let the next question arrive without correcting the last answer.

      “I also asked him whether Javier was safe,” he said.

      “What did he say?”

      “My name. He said my name.”

      They returned to the sequence and went through it again.
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      The room on Wednesday had no window Rafael could open. A narrow panel beside the door showed part of the corridor, and a man passing outside briefly blocked the light.

      Claire Dawson introduced herself and the others. Leila Haddad sat across from Rafael with a folder and a laptop. He recognized her name from Gabriel’s account of the people Tomás had told. Recognition made him look at her too long.

      “Have we met?” she asked.

      “No.”

      Nadia set her bag beneath the table. They went through the agreed terms before anyone asked about the companies. Rafael listened to the limits as carefully as he had listened to the parts that might protect him. When Claire asked whether he understood, he said yes and meant that he understood what remained undecided.

      They began with his positions and the approvals. He gave them the same answers he had given Nadia, page by page. When they reached 2014, Claire put down her pen.

      “Did someone tell you you would be hurt if you didn’t sign?”

      “Not then.”

      “Did you ask to leave?”

      “No.”

      “Were you paid?”

      “Yes.”

      He had imagined being asked about the man with the gun more often than about his salary. Claire asked what paid for the apartment and the car. He identified the arrangements as far as he knew them.

      “Your ordinary expenses?”

      “My salary went into a personal account.”

      “From which company?”

      He gave the name.

      “Any other transfers?”

      He looked at Nadia. She had her pen resting on the paper in front of her.

      “Yes,” he said. “Sometimes Isabel arranged them. Travel. Expenses that weren’t work. I’ll need the statements for the full amounts.”

      “Do you understand why we’re asking?” Claire said.

      “Yes.”

      They took a break. In the corridor Rafael drank water from a paper cup, holding it near the rim. Nadia asked whether he needed more time.

      “No.”

      “You can.”

      He leaned against the wall.

      “I kept thinking someone would ask what I did well.”

      Nadia waited.

      “The buildings. Things that were real.”

      “If it helps explain a transaction, tell them. Don’t use it to avoid the transaction.”

      He looked at the water remaining in the cup and drank it.

      When they returned, Leila asked about the Varela account. Rafael explained when he first approved payments and when he began asking why the account had moved. She asked whether he had spoken to Inés.

      “Yes.”

      “Did she give you papers?”

      Nadia explained that Inés had shared the personal papers for a limited purpose. Rafael gave Leila her representative’s name. Leila did not ask him to obtain them.

      “Did your father tell you those payments were made to keep her quiet?” she asked.

      “No.”

      “Your aunt?”

      “Not to me.”

      “Do you believe that was their purpose?”

      “I believe she was afraid to lose them. She told me about a man who came before they started. I wasn’t there.”

      Leila nodded, then asked about the old authorizations. He identified the ones he recognized and left two for which he could not remember the circumstances.

      “This one was during a period when your father was making the decisions,” she said. “Did he personally direct you to approve it?”

      Rafael studied the date. It would make sense. He could picture his father at the desk, asking whether something had been taken care of. He had heard that question hundreds of times.

      “I can’t tell you that,” he said.

      “You don’t remember?”

      “I don’t remember that instruction for this payment. I approved it. I don’t know who asked me that day.”

      Leila changed the wording of her note.

      They moved to Celia. Rafael explained the office proposal, the authority assigned to her, the earlier entries she had challenged. Claire asked who approved the classifications Celia initialed.

      “The operating company,” he began.

      Claire waited.

      “I did. On the pages we discussed Friday, I did.”

      “Were there others?”

      “Isabel approved others. Celia should explain which ones she was given. I can show you mine.”

      “Did you know she believed you had approved them?”

      “Yes. I told her some of them were approved.”

      “By you.”

      “By me.”

      The incident with Sloan took longer. They asked where everyone stood, what had been said, when the phone was taken and returned. Rafael gave the reference number from his report. He said that Isabel had ordered the door opened. Then he described the proposal she had brought him there to consider.

      “You’re not saying she arranged for Mr. Sloan to prevent you leaving,” Claire said.

      “I don’t know whether she did. She was there. She didn’t stop him at first.”

      “And she did stop him afterward.”

      “Yes.”

      Near the end they asked about further approaches from his family. Rafael had hoped there would be some call he could make that settled what he owed his mother without reopening everything else. Nadia had already told him not to try to obtain promises from Mateo.

      “If he says he can keep someone safe,” Claire said, “that’s something you report. It isn’t an arrangement you make for us.”

      “I understand.”

      “We’re not asking you to go back and collect information.”

      He looked at Nadia. She nodded once.

      They discussed the next contact, his accommodation, and whom he would call if someone approached him. He remained uncharged. Nothing they had agreed meant that would continue. He would stay in Texas voluntarily while they worked, keep Nadia informed, and stop attending company meetings.

      When they were finished, he could not remember whether he had eaten breakfast. Nadia asked whether he wanted to stop for food. He said yes.

      At a sandwich shop he tried to order what he usually ate and found the name would not come. Nadia ordered her own lunch and waited while he read the menu again.
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      He returned to the apartment that evening with someone Nadia had arranged to accompany him while he collected his things. The man waited in the living room while Rafael went through the drawers. They had agreed how long he would stay.

      Rafael packed more socks than he could need and forgot his razor. When he went back to the bathroom for it, he found a small tube of cream Gabriel had left after dinner, intended for the dry skin around his dressing. He put it in the bag without checking whether it was empty.

      The work laptop remained on the desk. Nadia had told him not to alter or erase anything. He had already provided the records he held and explained where the others were. He unplugged his own phone charger and left the cable for the computer where it was.

      Isabel called while he was deciding between two jackets. He watched the screen until it stopped, then sent Nadia the time. A voicemail notification appeared. He preserved it for her and put both jackets in the bag.

      Celia sent a message asking where to send copies of her employment records. He gave Nadia’s office address and said she could also provide them directly to whoever advised her. Celia replied that one firm had called her back but had not yet offered an appointment.

      He wanted to ask whether she had returned to work. He wanted to tell her not to. Instead he wrote that he had identified his own approvals in the interview.

      Her answer came several minutes later.

      All of them?

      The ones I can identify. We’re checking the rest.

      He stood by the closet until the man in the living room asked whether he needed help with the bags.

      The furnished place had been chosen with attention to what had happened. Rafael put the rent paperwork with the personal expenses Nadia was reviewing, carried his bags inside, and learned which switch controlled the room where he would sleep.

      There was one pan, a saucepan without its lid, and a drawer containing several unrelated utensils. He bought groceries at a store he had not used before. At the register he could not find the button for his usual payment method and had to ask the cashier. She showed him, then reached for the next customer’s basket.

      That night he put his passport in the drawer beside the bed. He did not need it for anything scheduled the next morning.
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      Elena crossed into Texas on Thursday. She asked to meet at the apartment, and he suggested a café instead. She accepted after a pause long enough for him to know she understood there was another address he had not given her.

      She arrived alone. He had expected Luis and looked past her before he could stop himself.

      “I can drive,” she said.

      “I know.”

      She sat with her bag on the chair beside her. Her lipstick was the color he remembered from formal dinners, carefully applied. There was a faint mark on one sleeve, as if she had rested her arm against something damp.

      “Your father says you’ve stopped answering.”

      “I’ve been dealing with things through my lawyer.”

      “That’s what Isabel said.”

      The server came. Elena ordered coffee, then changed it to tea, then apologized and returned to coffee. Rafael ordered water.

      “Are you going to destroy the family?” she asked after they were alone.

      He had prepared for the question. Hearing her say it made his prepared answer sound cruel.

      “I’m telling the truth about what I did.”

      “And what your father did.”

      “What I know about him. What I saw and heard.”

      “You don’t know everything.”

      “I know.”

      She opened her bag, found a packet of tissues, and closed it again without taking one.

      “You were angry when you left the house.”

      “This isn’t something I decided at dinner.”

      “Then why did you come?”

      He looked at her. “I wanted to see you.”

      Her expression changed. She looked toward the window, then down at the bag.

      “Have you eaten?”

      “Yes.”

      “Properly?”

      “I had breakfast.”

      The coffee arrived. Elena moved the spoon onto the saucer and left it there.

      “I can bring you things,” she said.

      “I can buy what I need.”

      “I meant food.”

      “I know.”

      They sat while a man at the counter argued politely about an order placed under another name. Rafael wished his mother would take a sip of the coffee. It was something she could have come for and received.

      “Will they take your father?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Can you make sure they don’t?”

      “No.”

      “You’re his son.”

      “I can’t promise that.”

      Elena put both hands around the cup. She did not lift it.

      “I need the apartment key,” she said. “If you aren’t using it. Isabel has someone who needs to get in.”

      He took out his keys. The one for the apartment had been on the ring long enough to leave a pale groove against another key. He worked it free with his thumbnail and put it beside her coffee.
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          WHAT HE CAN GIVE

        

      

    

    
      Inés wanted the calendar page returned even though she had sent a copy.

      “After you’ve finished with it,” she said. “The one you have. I know the other people may need theirs.”

      “Of course.”

      Gabriel stood in his kitchen with Rosa Luján on the same call. The lawyer had asked Inés to describe the permission herself. Gabriel could hear traffic at their end and imagined them in an office near the shop, though he had no reason to know where they were.

      “He can give them the pages I sent,” Inés said. “He can say I explained the handwriting.”

      “And if they want to interview you?” Rosa asked.

      “They can ask you. I haven’t decided.”

      Gabriel wrote that down. His handwriting had become cramped by the bottom of the sheet.

      “I’ll follow that,” he said.

      “Tell them which words are mine,” Inés added. “Arturo told me things. I didn’t hear every conversation.”

      “I understand.”

      “Your father may say I misunderstood him.”

      Gabriel looked at the copies. The question mark on the calendar remained as uncertain as it had been the first time he read it.

      “I’ll tell them what you said.”

      After Inés left the call, Rosa gave him the contact details for the independent inquiry. She represented Inés; Gabriel would be giving his own account.

      He thanked her.

      The appointment was that afternoon, Friday. Before leaving, he copied the page he had written after speaking to Tomás on Sunday. He left the crossed-out words visible and put the original in the folder. Then he added his account of the confrontation at the house, marking the phrases he remembered exactly and the passages he could only summarize.

      There was a message from Marisol asking him to collect the things still in his old room. She had been asking for years. He answered that he could come Sunday, then looked for another message he had no reason to expect.

      Rafael had not called. Gabriel had not called him.
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      The investigator asked whether Gabriel wanted anyone with him. He said no.

      She introduced herself as Ms. Brooks and explained that she worked with the Justice Department’s Office of the Inspector General. The room they used had a round table and a stack of unused chairs against one wall. Gabriel chose a seat facing the door, then moved his folder so that she would not have to reach across it.

      “I’m not sure what part you need first,” he said.

      “Start with why you contacted us.”

      He described Arturo’s papers and the conversations with Tomás. Brooks listened before going back through the dates. She asked what he had heard directly and what had come through Rafael or Inés.

      “I don’t have my father’s records,” he said.

      “We haven’t asked you to obtain them.”

      “I know. I wanted to be clear.”

      She turned to a fresh page.

      “Did he say he had omitted the request from a report?”

      “No. I asked whether he’d written it down. He said I was asking about official records.”

      “Did he answer the question?”

      “No.”

      “Then that’s what we’ll record.”

      Gabriel could feel himself wanting to describe the silence more fully, how his father had gone still before speaking, the significance of that stillness in a house he had known all his life. Brooks waited while he decided whether there was anything else he had actually heard.

      “He asked to keep the papers,” Gabriel said. “I told him they were copies and the originals were elsewhere.”

      “Did he prevent you taking them?”

      “No.”

      “Who else was present?”

      “My mother came in toward the end.”

      She asked for the point at which Marisol had arrived. He gave it, then corrected himself about a sentence he thought his mother had heard. He was not sure whether Tomás had said it just before or just after the door opened.

      “Leave it uncertain,” Brooks said.

      She asked about the history of his relationship with his father, and about Rafael. Gabriel had expected the second subject and still felt himself stiffen.

      “We were seeing each other,” he said.

      “Are you now?”

      “No.”

      “Did he ask you to make this report?”

      “No.”

      “Does he know you’re here?”

      “No.”

      She noted the answers without sympathy or satisfaction.

      He took out the page he had written about Friday’s conversation.

      “I told my father something Rafael told me privately. I need that included.”

      Brooks read the page twice. She asked whether his father had asked him for it.

      “Not that. Earlier he’d asked me to get Rafael to talk. I refused.”

      “And then you volunteered this.”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you tell Mr. Salazar you’d disclosed it?”

      “On the twenty-seventh.”

      “Six days later.”

      “Yes.”

      He looked at the dates together. She did not ask him to explain why six days had been necessary. He told her they had not been.

      He gave Brooks Inés’s permission and Rosa’s contact information. When he rose, he checked the table for pages that were supposed to remain with him.

      Brooks handed him the calendar copy. “You said she wanted this one returned.”

      He put it in the envelope by itself.
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      Maya had agreed to meet Gabriel outside the department at the end of Saturday’s shift. Her car was being serviced nearby, and she wanted coffee before collecting it. Gabriel had agreed because he did not want another evening beginning with his own front door.

      He was early. He stood in the public corridor near the entrance, checking a message from the mechanic about his car, when Danner said his name.

      Paul had known him since he was a child. He had brought a baseball glove to one birthday and spent an hour breaking it in while Gabriel waited to use it. At the time Gabriel thought this was an essential stage of receiving a present. Later he wondered whether Paul simply enjoyed doing it.

      Now Danner held out a hand as though they had met at a restaurant.

      “Working hard?”

      Gabriel shook it. “Just finished.”

      “You look tired.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “I was in the building. Thought I might catch you.”

      He wore a jacket despite the heat outside. A visitor’s sticker was attached to the front, beginning to peel at one corner.

      “Is Dad all right?” Gabriel asked.

      “He’s worried.”

      “About what?”

      Danner glanced toward a family waiting near the elevators. He moved a little closer to the wall. Gabriel stayed where he was.

      “You know what this could do to him.”

      “What could?”

      “Questions about an old case. People looking at something without understanding the conditions at the time.”

      Gabriel put his phone in his pocket.

      “If you have information, there are people you can give it to.”

      “I’m speaking to you as someone who knows your father.”

      “I understand.”

      “He’s carried that death for years. That doesn’t mean every detail he remembers now will be perfect.”

      Gabriel looked toward the department doors. Maya had not come out.

      “Paul, I’m not going through this with you.”

      “Just hear me out.”

      Danner sighed softly. “Give the man a chance to explain himself without putting him in a position where every word sounds like a defense.”

      “He’s had chances.”

      “And you’ve had a difficult few weeks. People say things when they’re hurt.”

      Gabriel could hear a porter asking someone to step away from an automatic door. The same request came again, louder.

      “Did my father send you?”

      “No.”

      “Then I don’t know why we’re having this conversation.”

      “Because I care what happens to him. And to you. You were trying to help Rafael find a way out. Your father understood that.”

      Gabriel looked at him.

      “The guarantee,” Danner said. “He wouldn’t put his name on it. That was what you wanted us to know, wasn’t it?”

      The phrase came back in Gabriel’s own voice, spoken in the kitchen while his father made coffee.

      “If you have another request,” he said, “put it through the investigator handling my account.”

      Danner watched him. “That isn’t necessary.”

      “It is for me.”

      Maya came through the doors carrying her bag and a jacket rolled beneath one arm. She slowed when she saw them.

      “Ready?” she asked Gabriel.

      “Yes.”

      He turned to Danner. “Goodbye, Paul.”

      Danner put a hand briefly on his shoulder. “Tell your mother I said hello.”

      Gabriel moved away before answering.

      Outside, Maya waited until they had crossed the entrance road.

      “Do you want coffee somewhere else?”

      “Yes.”

      “All right.”

      She did not ask who the man was until they were in the car. Gabriel told her he was a colleague of his father’s and that the visit concerned a family matter connected to an inquiry. He did not give her the rest simply because she had made leaving easier.

      “I need to make a call first.”

      “I’ll get the coffee.”

      She went inside while he contacted the number Brooks had given him. He reported Danner’s approach, then wrote the words he remembered in his phone. He had not been threatened explicitly. He had been asked to reconsider what he was doing to his father. Danner had referred to the guarantee and used a phrase Gabriel recognized.

      He read it through once and sent it where instructed.

      Maya came back with two cups and a paper bag.

      “They had these left.”

      Inside were two plain rolls. Gabriel took one and discovered he was hungry.

      “Thank you.”

      She got into the car. “You’re driving.”
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      On Sunday the boxes from Gabriel’s old room were stacked in the hall. Marisol had labeled them with his name and a description of the contents. Nora sat on the floor opening the smallest one.

      “These are mine,” she said, holding up a packet of photographs.

      “Take them.”

      “I was going to.”

      Gabriel set the carton she had emptied on top of another. His mother came from the kitchen drying her hands.

      “There are books too. I didn’t know which ones you wanted.”

      “I’ll take them all.”

      “Look first. Some were your father’s.”

      Tomás appeared at the living-room doorway. He had heard them arrive but had not come to the hall.

      “Can we talk?”

      Gabriel straightened. “Yes.”

      His mother remained beside the boxes. Tomás looked at her and then back at Gabriel.

      “I understand you’ve been giving statements.”

      “I’ve given an account of our conversations.”

      “To people who are looking at my work.”

      “Yes.”

      Nora put the photographs in her bag and stood. Nobody left the hall.

      “Did Rafael ask you to do this?”

      “No.”

      “You expect me to believe it has nothing to do with him?”

      “We aren’t together.”

      Tomás was quiet. A game was playing on the television in the living room without sound.

      Marisol put the dish towel on top of a box. “Did Paul go to the hospital?”

      Tomás turned to her. “What?”

      “Gabriel called me last night.”

      “Paul has people there.”

      “Did he go to speak to our son?”

      Gabriel said, “He waited for me after work.”

      “He probably wanted to see how you were.”

      “He wanted me to give you a chance to explain. He said people could misunderstand an old case.”

      Tomás rubbed the back of his neck. “He was there then. He knows what it was like.”

      “He also knew what I told you about the guarantee.”

      “I told you it was discussed.”

      “He used it while asking me to reconsider what I was doing to you.”

      Gabriel repeated Danner’s words. His father’s hand came down from his neck. He looked at Marisol, then at the boxes, as if one of them required his attention.

      “That was information for the case,” he said.

      “He waited outside the department for me, Dad. He used what I told you.”

      Tomás did not answer.

      Marisol picked up the towel again, folded it once, and held it in both hands.

      “Why would he do that?” she asked.

      “I’ll speak to him.”

      “You keep saying that.”

      Tomás looked at her. She did not continue.

      Gabriel lifted the box nearest him. It was full of school notebooks, the top one labeled in the careful handwriting he had used before examinations became more important than covers. Nora took the smaller carton and followed him outside.

      They put the boxes in her trunk. His car was farther down the street, and she had offered to drive the load to his apartment before taking him back. Gabriel shifted a carton so it would sit flat.

      Tomás came down the steps.

      “Paul meant well,” he began.

      Gabriel turned. “Stop explaining another man’s words.”

      His father stood on the pavement. Nora lowered the trunk lid, checked that it had caught, and went around to the driver’s side.

      Gabriel got in beside her.
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          THE SENTENCE HE LEFT OUT

        

      

    

    
      The printer in the lawyer’s office stopped with one page still inside it.

      Tomás waited while the assistant opened a drawer, removed a packet of paper, and found that the drawer was not the place she had meant to put it. She apologized. He said there was no hurry, although he had been watching the clock since he arrived.

      His written response lay on the table. Three pages. The last contained two lines and a place for his signature.

      Arturo Varela did not request that I terminate our contact before he ceased communicating with me.

      He had changed our cooperation to our contact. Cooperation suggested an arrangement in which Arturo might have believed he could withdraw. Contact was something less formal. People stopped returning calls. They went away. Sometimes they returned with information they had been afraid to give before.

      The sentence was still false.

      Across the table, his lawyer was reviewing a letter from the investigators. Her name was Meredith Shaw. He had chosen her because she had represented someone he respected and because she had not asked him how it felt to be sitting on that side of an inquiry.

      “You understand this response is voluntary,” she said.

      “Yes.”

      “You’re not being ordered to answer these questions as a condition of keeping your job. We discussed that.”

      “I understand.”

      “I can ask for more time.”

      “I’ve had time.”

      She set down the letter. “Then I need you to read it again for accuracy.”

      He read the dates, the references to the original report, the paragraph explaining that he had delayed retrieval to clarify which names could be released. That paragraph omitted the folder he had moved the request into. He had intended to check the scope. He had also known what the associated records might contain.

      “Did he use different words?” Shaw asked.

      “Who?”

      “Mr. Varela. You’ve been looking at that sentence.”

      “He was frightened.”

      “That isn’t what it says.”

      “I know what it says.”

      The assistant brought the missing page. Tomás moved the unsigned copy aside and aligned the new one with the pages in front of him.

      He remembered Arturo’s work shirt, the strained button above his belt. He remembered offering coffee after the man said he needed to stop. Arturo declined, and Tomás offered water, giving himself another small task before answering. The coffee had seemed part of being decent. He had continued thinking of himself as decent while asking the man to come back.

      “Is that an accurate answer?” Shaw asked.

      “Yes.”

      She watched him briefly, then gave him the pen.

      He signed. Shaw sent the response to the investigators before he left.

      Outside, his car had acquired a parking ticket. He read it standing in the heat, irritated that someone had been there only six minutes before he returned. He could have moved the car. He had seen the restriction on the sign and decided the appointment would be short.

      He put the ticket in the glove compartment and drove to the office.
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      His access to the Varela material had already been stopped. The direction had arrived Friday, along with instructions to preserve records and route any questions through the designated contacts. He had spent Monday morning answering questions about cases he could still discuss and avoiding the one everybody knew he could not.

      Leila was in the corridor when he came in. She carried a thin folder against her side.

      “Do you need the conference room?” she asked.

      “No.”

      “All right.”

      She did not ask where he had been. He wanted to tell her he was answering the inquiry. He wanted her to remember the briefing in which he had supported her over Danner’s objection. The account had not been theirs merely because someone wanted to put the family name in a sentence. He had been right about that.

      “Those attachments from the property company,” he said. “Did they arrive?”

      “They did.”

      “Anything useful?”

      “Claire has asked me to handle questions on that file.”

      He looked at the folder.

      “I wasn’t asking you to brief me.”

      “I know.”

      She waited until he moved away from the door before going into the room.

      At his desk there was a message from a man whose daughter had been found alive after three days missing. The case was years old. The man called once a year, usually in October, to say she was doing well. This time she had qualified for a nursing program. Tomás listened to the message twice. He remembered bringing her father into a room where she sat wrapped in a blanket, furious that nobody would let her go home until she had answered more questions.

      He saved the message.

      Danner called before lunch.

      “Can we talk?”

      “About what?”

      “Gabriel. I’d rather not do it on the phone.”

      Tomás looked toward the open door. A young agent was carrying a box of files past it, walking backward while someone else held the other end.

      “Paul, you shouldn’t have gone to the hospital.”

      “I understand he’s upset. That’s what I want to explain.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Outside.”

      Tomás did not ask how long he had been there.

      They met on a bench beside the visitor entrance. Danner’s tie was missing. Tomás had seen him without it often enough, but the open collar made him look improperly dressed for something neither had admitted was formal.

      “I haven’t asked him to change anything,” Danner said.

      “You asked him to give me a chance.”

      “You deserve one.”

      “Stay away from the hospital, Paul.”

      Danner leaned forward, elbows on his knees. A delivery driver came through the entrance with a package balanced on each arm. Tomás watched until the man was inside.

      “Here’s what worries me,” Danner said. “He’s been involved with a man who has very good reasons to make his family’s problems look like ours.”

      “He knows what Rafael’s done.”

      “Does he? A few admissions, the right kind of regret. People can be very persuasive when they need something.”

      Tomás thought of Gabriel at dinner asking what Rafael had done. He had resented the question. It was possible to resent it and still know that his son had been entitled to ask.

      “What are you suggesting?”

      “That we keep the order straight. Gabriel came to you worried about Salazar. He wanted help.”

      “He told me one thing.”

      “Which you treated as a father.”

      “I brought it into the case discussion.”

      “Because you were concerned. It wasn’t intelligence you’d solicited.”

      Danner had become more careful with his voice. Tomás recognized the pace he used when helping a nervous witness finish an account.

      “Paul.”

      “I’m saying nobody needs to turn a family conversation into something it wasn’t.”

      “And what would Gabriel say it was?”

      “He may need reminding. He’s hurt. There’s a difference between what he knew then and what he’s being told now.”

      Tomás looked at him. He could picture the paragraph: the son distressed by a dangerous relationship, the father responding to an unsolicited request. It would accommodate the fact of the disclosure. It would give every later question a motive other than the one Gabriel had stated.

      “He didn’t ask me to pass it on.”

      “Did he specifically tell you not to?”

      “Yes.”

      Danner sat back.

      “You haven’t mentioned that before.”

      “You didn’t ask.”

      For a while they watched the driveway. A car stopped in the wrong place, and a guard waved it forward. Danner brushed something from the knee of his trousers.

      “You should speak to him before they go through it again,” he said.

      “No.”

      “Tomás, he’s your son.”

      “He gave his account.”

      “He gave an account while he was angry with you.”

      Tomás stood. He remembered Paul on the back steps after the funeral, staying when everybody else had found a reason to leave. He had told that story to Marisol more than once. She had never disputed it.

      “I’m not going to call Gabriel.”

      Danner looked up. “I’m trying to keep your family out of this.”

      “You brought the case to his workplace.”

      “I went to see a boy I’ve known all his life.”

      “He’s thirty-four.”

      Danner made a small impatient movement with his hand. Tomás went inside before he could decide to answer it.

      He called Shaw from an empty room. She asked him to describe the conversation from the beginning and stopped him when he said Paul had meant to help.

      “What did he ask you to do?”

      Tomás told her. Then he gave her the sentence Gabriel had used on the porch the day before. Stop explaining another man’s words.

      She did not comment on that part. She said she would notify the investigators of the contact. They had asked to meet with him about his response the following morning. She would attend.

      “Is there anything else I need to know before then?” she asked.

      He looked at the conference table, where somebody had left a ring of coffee beside a stack of blank paper.

      “No.”
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      Tuesday’s meeting began with the response he had signed on Monday.

      Shaw sat beside him. Brooks sat across the table with another investigator, a man who introduced himself and put a recorder where everyone could see it. Brooks placed a second page beside his statement. It was an administrative record of a contact made by another agent in 2003. Tomás knew the agent’s name. He had forgotten that the man used a middle initial on everything he wrote.

      The entry recorded Arturo’s request to end contact and the need for Tomás to follow up. It did not contain the whole conversation.

      Brooks gave him time to read it, then showed him the relevant part of Inés’s calendar and a copy of Arturo’s note. Different hands, different purposes. The date on the calendar was one day later than he remembered. He began to explain that, then stopped.

      “Does the date change your answer?” Brooks asked.

      “No.”

      Shaw asked for a moment alone with her client. The investigators left. She waited until the door closed.

      “He asked to stop,” Tomás said.

      “You told me yesterday that answer was accurate.”

      “It wasn’t.”

      She looked at his signed response.

      “What else?”

      “The reason I delayed the records.”

      “Tell me.”

      When the investigators returned, Brooks put her notes beside the statement.

      “Did Mr. Varela ask to stop?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you understand him at the time?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why does your response say otherwise?”

      He had told Shaw while the investigators waited outside. Now he could hear the machine recording the silence before he spoke.

      “Because I didn’t want you to know I’d asked him to continue.”

      Brooks wrote something. He wanted her to look up.

      “I didn’t know he would be killed.”

      “That’s a separate question.”

      “I need it in the account.”

      “It will be.”

      He told them about the paper he had put in front of Arturo. He could not remember every figure on it. He remembered what he wanted Arturo to establish. He described the request to return and the report he wrote after the death.

      “Did anyone direct you to omit that conversation?”

      “No.”

      “Did you receive payment or another benefit from the Salazars?”

      “No.”

      “Did you know who ordered the killing?”

      “Not from anything I witnessed.”

      During a break, he asked Shaw what correcting the response would change.

      “It gives them the correction,” she said. “It doesn’t withdraw yesterday.”

      By evening he had been removed from the active investigation. He wrote down the name of the person he was to call, though the man had already sent it by email.

      On the way home, he stopped at the supermarket. Marisol had once liked a particular kind of bread they sold there. He found the shelf and stood in front of it, unable to remember whether she had stopped buying it because it upset her stomach or because the price had gone up. He left with milk they did not need.
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      The overnight bag stood beside the front door.

      Marisol was in the kitchen, putting a serving dish into a carrier. For a moment Tomás thought she was going to her sister’s for dinner. Then he saw her work bag on top of the overnight bag, with the charger hanging from its side.

      “You’re going somewhere.”

      “Yes.”

      “For how long?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He put the milk in the refrigerator. Two unopened cartons stood behind it.

      “I corrected it,” he said.

      She kept a hand on the lid of the carrier.

      “The statement?”

      “Yes.”

      “What did you correct?”

      He told her. She listened without moving the dish.

      “And the things you’ve been telling me you couldn’t discuss. Are they all in it?”

      He wanted to say yes. He had spent the afternoon giving answers until his voice sounded unlike his own. He had named the request, the pressure, the report. But she was asking about years in a house, conversations interrupted because he had made them impossible to finish.

      “I don’t know what you mean by all.”

      Marisol lifted the carrier and set it beside her keys.

      “Where will you be?”

      “With my sister tonight. I’ll tell you if that changes.”

      “Did Gabriel ask you to do this?”

      She looked at him.

      He lowered his eyes. “No. I shouldn’t have asked that.”

      “I have work in the morning. Please don’t come there.”

      “I wouldn’t.”

      “Please hear me say it anyway.”

      He nodded.

      She picked up the two bags. He reached for the heavier one, then stopped when she shifted it onto her shoulder.

      “The food is for her,” she said, looking toward the carrier. “I said I’d bring it.”

      He opened the door. Marisol carried the bags to her car, came back for the dish, and took her keys from the counter.
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          HER OWN ACCOUNT

        

      

    

    
      The woman collecting the blue suit wanted to know who would finish the cuffs.

      “I will,” Inés said. “They’ll be ready Thursday.”

      “But after that.”

      “After that you’ll need to take things somewhere else.”

      The woman looked around the shop as though another person might be working there without Inés having noticed. Lucía was at the small table sorting tickets into piles. She kept her head down.

      “You could recommend somebody.”

      “I’ve written two numbers on the notice.”

      “They charge more.”

      Inés folded the suit over its hanger. “You don’t have to use them.”

      After the woman left, Lucía took the notice from the counter and taped it to the glass. TEMPORARILY CLOSED FROM FRIDAY. The words had been her suggestion. Inés had wanted to put a date for reopening beneath them. Rosa had asked whether she had a date she could keep.

      “Is it straight?” Lucía asked.

      “A little higher on the left.”

      She moved it. Inés almost corrected it again, then returned to the cuffs.

      The payments had stopped being a secret between them three weeks earlier. That had not produced one conversation which finished the subject. Lucía asked questions while putting groceries away, while looking for a book, once from the other side of the bathroom door when Inés had hoped she could have ten minutes alone.

      “Was it all my tuition?” she asked now.

      “Some of it.”

      “How much?”

      “I don’t know without the statements.”

      “You knew when you paid it.”

      “Yes.”

      Lucía pressed the last corner of tape against the glass. “I’m not asking so I can send it back. I don’t have it.”

      “I know.”

      “You let me think the shop was paying for it.”

      Inés put the trousers down. She had made the same stitch twice and would have to remove one.

      “At first I used it for everything. The rent. Food. Your school. Later the shop paid more. There were months I didn’t touch it.”

      “What happened to it then?”

      “It stayed in the account.”

      “And now?”

      “Rosa has the statements. She says we need advice before moving what’s left.”

      Lucía sat at the table. An unfinished pair of curtains lay over the other chair, their owner’s name attached with a safety pin.

      “I could have worked more.”

      “You were studying.”

      “I still am.”

      “You were five when it started.”

      “I wasn’t five last year.”

      Inés looked at her hands. There was a callus where the needle pressed against her finger. She could feel it even when she was not sewing.

      “No.”

      “So why didn’t you tell me last year?”

      Because by last year she had been doing it for fourteen years. Because there had been a rent increase and a problem with the electrical panel and a form Lucía brought home that needed money by Friday. Because she had begun to think of an explanation as something she would owe only when she could explain what she should have done instead.

      “I didn’t want you to know,” she said.

      Lucía sat very still.

      “I thought you’d want to go to them. Ask things. I didn’t know what they’d do.”

      “You could have told me that too.”

      “Yes.”

      Outside, Esteban was arguing with a delivery driver about a carton left in the sun. Inés could hear him counting the hours since the first delivery attempt. He had been there all morning. So had his assistant. The driver had a machine which said otherwise.

      “I’m sorry I kept it from you,” Inés said.

      Lucía picked up a loose thread from the table and wound it around her finger.

      “You were trying to keep me safe.”

      “I was afraid. And I didn’t want you angry with me.”

      Her daughter let the thread fall. Inés waited, with the trousers still on her lap. After a while Lucía reached for the appointment pad.

      “We need to call the curtain woman again.”

      “I left a message.”

      “She may not have heard it.”

      Inés passed her the telephone.
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      Rosa collected her on Thursday morning. She had arranged for Lucía to wait nearby during the interview if that was what both women wanted. Inés had said she wanted her daughter at class.

      Lucía had said she would decide after speaking to the people at the college about a temporary absence.

      Now she stood beside Rosa’s car with her bag on her shoulder.

      “They gave me the assignments,” she said. “I can do them there.”

      “There may not be a table.”

      “Then I’ll put the book on my knees.”

      Rosa opened the rear door. Neither of them continued the argument.

      The room where Inés was interviewed had no window overlooking the street. She noticed that first, then wished she had not. A bottle of water stood at each place. She moved hers aside to make room for the tin, though Rosa had brought copies of the papers already.

      There were introductions. A Texas investigator would ask about the recent threats. Brooks had questions about Tomás. Teresa Cárdenas, joining for the part concerning Arturo’s death, explained the work her office was doing in Mexico. Rosa made sure Inés understood who would receive her account before anyone began.

      “May I speak in Spanish?” Inés asked.

      “Of course.”

      She had thought it would make the difficult parts easier. Instead the first question about Arturo brought back his voice so exactly that she had to reach for the water.

      They asked about his work. She told them what she knew, which was less than she had sometimes pretended and more than she had wanted to admit. He brought cash home. He worked late. He once told her that refusing a task was not the same as refusing a job, and became angry when she asked him what the difference meant.

      “Did he tell you he was speaking with an investigator?” Teresa asked.

      “Yes. Later.”

      “Do you remember when?”

      “Not the day.”

      “Before he said he wanted to stop?”

      “Yes.”

      She opened the tin. The note lay inside a clear sleeve now. Rosa had provided it after watching her unfold the paper along creases that were beginning to split.

      Inés explained when he had left it. She remembered the shirt he wore, but not whether he took his own car. She had seen a photograph of the car so many times afterward that she no longer trusted the picture she had of him leaving.

      “Put that I don’t remember,” she said.

      Brooks nodded.

      When they reached the calendar, Inés pointed to the number she had crossed out. It had belonged to an office that sent her to another office. For years she had kept the page because she was afraid that forgetting any part of the search would mean she had not looked hard enough.

      “Did Reyes promise you that Arturo would be safe?” Brooks asked.

      “No. I didn’t speak to him before Arturo died. Not about that.”

      “What did Arturo say Reyes had promised?”

      “He said he was trying to arrange something.”

      “Those were Arturo’s words?”

      “Yes.”

      Rosa asked for a short break when Inés began answering questions before they were finished. In the hall, Lucía looked up from a textbook balanced on her bag.

      “Do you want anything?”

      “No.”

      “You haven’t eaten.”

      “I’ll eat after.”

      Lucía took a small packet of crackers from her bag and held it out. Inés accepted it. They ate half each.

      The recent visit was easier to describe. Sloan had brought an acknowledgment for the next payment. He had put a pen beside it. He had asked about financial difficulties and said they were trying to keep things simple. Inés repeated the words before saying what she thought they meant.

      “Was there an explicit threat?” the Texas investigator asked.

      “Not like the man who came after Arturo died.”

      “Tell me about that man.”

      She described him as far as she could. Asked whether he was Damián Cruz, she said she had seen pictures since then and could not distinguish those pictures from the memory of the man at her door.

      “I won’t say it was him.”

      “Has someone asked you to?”

      “No.”

      They asked about Elena and Isabel. Inés remembered the order of the visits. She remembered Isabel sitting without taking off her jacket and Elena looking at Lucía’s schoolwork on the refrigerator. She could not remember which woman first used the phrase looked after. Both had used it afterward.

      Before the meeting ended, Rosa went through the arrangements for leaving town. A place to stay had been found. Transportation and contact details had been discussed. There were things the investigators could arrange and things Inés would have to pay for. The lease on the shop would not disappear because she was frightened. Neither would Lucía’s tuition.

      “We’ll review the bills separately,” Rosa said.

      “Separately from what I say?”

      “Yes.”

      Inés looked around the table. “Then I need my copies back.”

      Brooks gathered the papers that belonged to her. Teresa asked whether they could speak again if a question arose while her colleagues compared the account with the old homicide records.

      “Through Rosa,” Inés said.
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      Rafael’s request came through Rosa that afternoon. He wanted to apologize. He had said he would accept a telephone call or a written message if she preferred it.

      “Do I have to answer?” Inés asked.

      “No.”

      “What does he want besides that?”

      “He hasn’t asked for anything else.”

      Inés agreed to ten minutes by telephone with Rosa present. She told Lucía, who said she did not want to listen and took her book into the back room.

      Rafael sounded as if he had been waiting with the phone in his hand.

      “Thank you for agreeing.”

      Inés said nothing.

      “I approved payments to you without asking why they were being moved. When I came to the shop, I told you I hadn’t understood. That wasn’t the whole truth. I knew we used false descriptions in other accounts. I accepted this one too.”

      “Have you told the people asking?”

      “Yes. I’ve given the approvals I can identify. There are others I’m checking.”

      “What are you apologizing for?”

      He took a moment to answer.

      “For treating the money as proof we were helping you.”

      She watched a fly move along the edge of the fitting mirror. It had been trapped in the shop since morning. Every time she opened the door it found a different pane of glass to strike.

      “I used it,” she said.

      “I know.”

      “No. You saw entries. I used the money.”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m not going to tell you that makes us even.”

      “I’m not asking you to.”

      “Then don’t ask later.”

      He did not answer immediately. Rosa remained quiet beside her.

      “Has Patricia been paid?” Inés asked.

      “No.”

      “Then don’t call her until she has been.”

      “I won’t.”

      The ten minutes had not passed, but Inés had no more questions. She told him she needed to work. He thanked her again, more quietly, and the call ended.

      Lucía came out and went to the front door. She opened it. The fly moved to another window.

      “Do you need a minute?” she asked.

      Inés picked up the trousers. “Hold this hem for me.”

      Her daughter came over and took the fabric between her fingers.
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      On Friday, people arrived who had ignored two messages and a notice in the window.

      A man wanted a jacket repaired before a trip. A girl came for a school skirt and discovered it fit more tightly than it had at the first fitting. Inés let out the side seams while Lucía explained to the jacket’s owner that they were no longer accepting work.

      “He only needs a small repair,” the man told Inés over Lucía’s head.

      “My daughter told you.”

      He left with the jacket over his arm.

      They returned deposits for things not begun. Inés wrote receipts and kept copies. One customer said she could hold the curtains until she reopened. Inés insisted on giving them back. She did not want to pack somebody else’s curtains beside whatever she chose to take from home.

      Esteban came through at noon. He had a crate and a length of cord.

      “For the machine,” he said.

      “It isn’t going in that.”

      “It’s a strong crate.”

      “It’s a heavy machine.”

      He bent to inspect the base, then straightened with a hand against his knee. “Perhaps two trips.”

      “A mover is coming for it. It’s arranged.”

      “Good.” He looked disappointed not to be needed in the way he had prepared for. “There are still things hanging.”

      “People who can’t come until Monday.”

      “I can keep those.”

      Inés counted six garments. She had written each name clearly, with the amount paid beside it. She showed Esteban the list.

      “Don’t take money for them. They’re paid.”

      “I can read.”

      “I know you. You’ll forget and try to give me the money yourself.”

      He took the list. “What about the rent?”

      “I’ve spoken to the landlord.”

      “For this month?”

      “For what I owe.”

      “I could cover some of it until you come back.”

      “No.”

      “You could repay me.”

      “I don’t know when I’m coming back.”

      He looked toward Lucía, who was sealing a carton with tape. She did not supply a better answer.

      Esteban folded the list and put it in his shirt pocket. His tie had little sailing boats on it. Inés asked whether his granddaughter had chosen it.

      “She says the baseballs were getting tired.”

      “They were.”

      “Everybody has an opinion.”

      She touched his arm before he could lift the garments.

      “Only these. Nothing else.”

      He nodded.

      By three, the machine was gone. Its absence exposed a line of dust Inés had not been able to reach. She wet a cloth and knelt to clean it. Lucía came in carrying the last bag from the back room.

      “We don’t need to do that now.”

      “I can see it now.”

      Her daughter sat on the step stool and waited. When Inés stood, Lucía took the cloth from her and rinsed it in the little sink.

      They walked through the shop together. The tin was in Inés’s bag. Rosa had the copies she needed. The cupboard held spare hangers, a jar of coins, and a pair of scissors that belonged to the landlord’s mother and had never cut properly.

      Inés left the scissors. She put the coins in an envelope for anyone who came back to claim them and wrote Esteban’s name on it.

      At the door, Lucía checked the key with her mother before pulling it shut.

      “Wait,” Inés said.

      The lamp above the empty sewing table was still on. She went back, reached for the switch, and missed it once because her hand had gone to where the machine used to be.

      Lucía held the door while she turned off the light.
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          THE SISTER WHO STAYED

        

      

    

    
      Isabel had brought the wrong glasses.

      She took them off after reading the first line, examined the frames, and put them back on. Rafael knew the pair. She kept them in the car for menus, then complained whenever a menu required smaller print than she considered reasonable.

      “Do you want mine?” he asked.

      “You don’t wear glasses.”

      “No.”

      For a moment they looked at each other. Isabel almost smiled.

      Nadia moved the document closer to her. They were using a conference room in another lawyer’s Texas office on Saturday morning. The building’s air-conditioning had been set for an empty weekend, and someone had brought a fan from reception. It made a clicking noise at one point in its rotation.

      Isabel knew Nadia could pass Rafael’s account to the investigators. She had asked for the meeting anyway.

      The first page concerned payments Rafael had never authorized. The descriptions were bland enough to resemble half the bills he had paid in his working life. Isabel supplied the names they did not contain.

      “Victor handled the contact with Paul Danner,” she said.

      Rafael looked at her rather than the page.

      “How long?”

      “Two years.”

      “And you paid?”

      “I arranged the payments.”

      “And you kept paying him.”

      “Your father knew.”

      Isabel’s lawyer, Martin Vega, raised a hand. “We’ll go through the account. She isn’t here for you to interview.”

      Rafael sat back. Nadia asked which pages he could identify from his own work. He turned past the payments to the company schedules behind them.

      Those he knew. There was a repair allocation from 2016 with a note he had written while sitting in an airport. He remembered the gate changing and the annoyance of having to gather everything from the seat beside him. He had authorized the classification before boarding because Isabel said she needed it that afternoon.

      “Mine,” he said.

      Isabel drew a sheet from the middle of the set. “This is the proposed explanation.”

      He read the opening paragraph. It described the information provided by accounting staff and the reliance placed on those employees by senior management. Javier’s name appeared in full. Celia’s followed on the next line.

      Rafael read the paragraph again, this time aloud until Vega asked whether that was necessary.

      “No,” he said. “But it’s false.”

      Isabel took off her glasses.

      “Which part?”

      “We approved those descriptions,” Rafael said. “That repair allocation—I approved it after you told me where it was to go.” He put a finger beside the entry.

      Nadia asked him to leave the page unmarked until they had identified the copies. He moved his hand.

      “I want my approval in the account.”

      “It is in.”

      “As somebody who was misled.”

      “You weren’t told every detail.”

      “I knew enough.”

      Vega said they needed a few minutes alone. Nadia stood. Rafael followed her to the small waiting area, where the weekend receptionist had put out a bowl of hard candy and no water glasses.

      “You can finish here,” Nadia told him.

      “I want to hear what she says.”

      “You’ve answered the question about the work you recognize. You don’t have to stay because she’s your aunt.”

      “I know.”

      Nadia waited.

      “I would like to stay,” he said.

      She nodded and went to ask for water.
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      After the lawyers returned, Isabel agreed that the disputed paragraph could not go forward as Rafael’s account. Vega put that version to one side. They discussed the records concerning Danner and Sloan without pretending Rafael could verify payments he had not seen made.

      “Did you know they were reporting Gabriel’s movements?” Rafael asked.

      Vega began to speak. Isabel stopped him.

      “Victor told Danner where he’d seen you together. Danner passed it to Reyes.”

      “Why?”

      “He thought Reyes would keep his son away.”

      “And the guarantee?”

      She looked at Nadia, then back at Rafael.

      “Victor heard you had refused it. From Danner.”

      “Who heard it in a case discussion.”

      “That’s what Victor said.”

      Rafael remembered the piece of paper Gabriel had taken from his wallet.

      The meeting paused again while the lawyers spoke in the doorway about the next contact. Isabel asked Rafael to walk with her to the coffee machine at the end of the corridor. Nadia told him she was available if he wanted her present.

      “We’ll be here,” he said, pointing to the alcove.

      There were two upholstered chairs and a table covered with old legal magazines. Isabel stood beside the machine, trying to determine which button released a cup.

      Rafael found it. She let him pour the coffee but refused sugar.

      “You used to take two,” he said.

      “I used to sleep too.”

      He leaned against the wall. Through the glass of the conference room he could see the papers lying in separate piles.

      “You remember when you came back from Austin?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “You arrived with three bags and said two of them could stay packed.”

      “I remember.”

      “I cleared an office for you. I moved a man who’d worked there six years because you wanted a window.”

      “I didn’t ask you to move him.”

      “No. You said you liked the light.”

      Rafael looked at her.

      She drank the coffee, found it too hot, and held the cup away from her mouth.

      “I thought you’d learn the work and stay. You did learn it. You could talk to tenants without making them feel they’d been summoned. Your father thought that was a weakness until somebody renewed a lease he’d nearly lost.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because you act as if everything I wanted for you was a way of keeping you.”

      He thought of the office she had moved into while he sat beside Javier in the hospital. Her laptop where his coffee belonged. Celia standing with a question nobody wanted in the record.

      “You wanted me to have things.”

      “I wanted you to have the things I had to ask for.”

      He waited.

      “Your father didn’t give me an office with a window. He gave me figures nobody else could make agree. When they agreed, he told people the business was growing.”

      “You could have said no.”

      She laughed once, sharply.

      “You’re thirty-two. You’ve been saying no for a month. Tell me about it in thirty years.”

      He looked down the corridor. The receptionist was refilling the candy bowl from a plastic sack much larger than the bowl.

      “You helped when I told Mother,” he said.

      Isabel’s expression changed.

      “She was frightened.”

      “She wanted me to wait before telling him.”

      “She still wanted you to wait after you’d told him.”

      “You said he could get used to knowing or be surprised every time.”

      “I probably said it less neatly.”

      “You said it in front of him.”

      She set the cup on the table.

      “And Victor let you leave because I told him to.”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you remember that part?”

      “Yes. I told the police that part too.”

      Her mouth tightened. He could see her considering whether to ask what else he had said.

      “Will Gabriel still want you when you’re convicted?” she asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “You’ve asked him?”

      “We aren’t together.”

      “I know that.”

      “Then why would I ask him to promise?”

      Isabel looked toward the conference room. “People promise things when they think they won’t have to do them.”

      Rafael picked up her cup so they could go back in. There was still coffee in it. She took it from him and finished it before following.
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      She authorized a preliminary disclosure that afternoon: some records, and an account of the payments to Danner. Nothing had been agreed.

      “Will she tell them about Javier?” Rafael asked.

      “I don’t know what she’ll tell them.”

      “She knows.”

      “Then they need her account. You still need to give yours.”

      At his new accommodation he made a sandwich and ate it over the sink. The apartment had no place he had chosen simply because he liked it. Even the lamp beside the sofa had come with the room.

      His phone rang while he was putting the bread away. Celia asked whether it was a bad time.

      “No.”

      “I found a lawyer.”

      “Good.”

      “Her name is Eva Paredes. She’s asked for the records I have. I gave her Nadia’s details.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’m paying her myself.”

      Rafael waited.

      “I don’t want Isabel saying she paid for it.”

      He closed the bread bag.

      “When are you seeing her?”

      “Friday. Three-thirty.”

      There was a pause. He heard a television and then a door closing.

      “Would you come as far as the office with me?”

      “Does she want me there?”

      “She says I’m to speak to her alone. I know that. I’m asking about getting there.”

      “Of course.”

      “Ask Nadia before you say that.”

      He looked at the small card he had kept beside his keys since Gabriel gave it to him.

      “I will.”

      “You knew what they were asking me to sign. Sometimes I think I’ll get there and it will sound like I made it up.”

      “You didn’t.”

      “Then just take me.”

      The lawyers’ offices would confirm the arrangement. Rafael would collect Celia at her apartment at three, half an hour before the appointment. She would send the building number once it was confirmed.

      He sent Nadia the request, including Celia’s condition that he wait outside. Then he put the sandwich wrapper in the trash and began gathering the approval records Paredes would need.
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      On Sunday, Isabel called from Texas. Rafael could hear traffic through an open window.

      “He’s putting your name on it,” she said.

      “On what?”

      “The operating companies. A new authority. The public position too.”

      “I haven’t agreed.”

      “He thinks you will.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he can still give you something you want.”

      Rafael sat at the table. He had been making a list of accounts to discuss with Nadia. Most were familiar. One he had forgotten until a statement arrived at the address she had helped him change.

      “What has he done to you?” he asked.

      For a moment the traffic was all he heard.

      “He met with the other people without me. Damián arranged it. They’ve agreed who can approve the next releases.”

      “And it isn’t you.”

      “No.”

      She said it plainly. Rafael could not remember the last time she had allowed him to hear that she had lost something.

      “You could accept the appointment,” she said. “Long enough to put it back where someone understands it.”

      “Back with you.”

      “With us.”

      “I’d have to approve the accounts.”

      “We could correct them.”

      “Before I sign?”

      She was silent.

      “Isabel.”

      “You could get people paid. The man who called you about wages. Celia. Patricia.”

      “Those debts exist whether I take a position or not.”

      “Yes. And they’ll still exist when there’s nothing left to pay them with.”

      He pressed a hand against the edge of the table.

      “I’m not agreeing to it.”

      “Read what your mother brings.”

      “She’s coming?”

      “She’ll call you.”

      “Did you tell the investigators about these decisions?”

      “My lawyer is handling what I’ve authorized.”

      “What about the rest?”

      “Rafael, I haven’t promised them my whole life.”

      After the call he found the proposed statement in the envelope Isabel had left at the meeting. He had brought his copy home at Nadia’s request. The paragraph about reliance on accounting staff remained above the blank signature line.

      He put it with the approvals and wrote Celia’s lawyer’s name on the envelope.
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          THE CONNECTION THEY KEEP

        

      

    

    
      Gabriel arrived early enough to walk past the restaurant twice.

      The first time, he saw Rafael through the window and kept going. The second time, Rafael saw him. He lifted a hand, smiling a little, and Gabriel had to decide whether to wave from the sidewalk like someone who had only happened to be passing.

      He went inside.

      “I was looking for the entrance,” he said.

      “It’s well concealed. Between the sign and the other sign.”

      Rafael stood. For a moment neither knew whether to embrace. Gabriel touched his arm, then took the chair opposite him. The table was too small for the menus laid across it. He moved one and knocked the spoon from Rafael’s saucer.

      “Excellent start.”

      “I’ve dropped things in here before,” Rafael said. “They know.”

      The server brought another spoon. She asked whether they wanted to order drinks while they looked. Gabriel asked for sparkling water because he remembered Rafael liking it, then wondered whether that would be obvious. Rafael ordered the same thing without comment.

      It was Monday evening. Two weeks had passed since the garden outside the library. Gabriel had worked most of the intervening days and filled his evenings with tasks that had not needed doing. The kitchen drawer now closed properly. He had found the instructions for the green fan and discovered the missing part was not important enough to explain why it rattled.

      “You look tired,” Rafael said.

      “I am.”

      “Do you want to do this another night?”

      “No.”

      He answered too quickly. Rafael looked down at the menu.

      “I’m glad you asked,” Gabriel said.

      “So am I. Now.”

      “Were you not before?”

      “I spent an unreasonable amount of time deciding whether dinner sounded like an invitation or an obligation.”

      “What did you settle on?”

      “I sent the message.”

      Gabriel smiled. He had answered it from the staff room, read his answer twice after sending it, and missed Maya asking where he had left a chart.

      They ordered food. Rafael chose something he could pronounce with confidence and was rewarded with a question about three preparations he did not understand. Gabriel let him choose unaided. When the server left, Rafael accused him of withholding expertise.

      “I’m not sure medicine covers that.”

      “You looked informed.”

      “I often do.”

      For a while they talked about work. Gabriel told him about a patient who had correctly identified a faulty blood-pressure machine before anybody else noticed the problem. Rafael described the difficulties of changing the billing address on a service he had forgotten he subscribed to.

      “What service?”

      “A magazine I haven’t received for six months.”

      “Perhaps you should cancel it.”

      “I tried. They wanted to know why I wasn’t satisfied.”

      “Did you tell them you hadn’t seen it?”

      “Yes. Apparently that meant I couldn’t judge it fairly.”

      Gabriel laughed. Rafael watched him for a moment, then reached for his glass.

      “I corrected the account I gave the police,” he said.

      Gabriel set down his water.

      “About your father?”

      “About what I told him. What he knew. The calls that morning. Nadia went with me.”

      “All of it?”

      “The things I’d left out. I answered the other questions too.”

      “And the money?”

      “I’ve met with the federal investigators. Given them records and an account of what I approved. They’ll need more.”

      Gabriel wanted to ask what they had promised him. He heard the question taking shape and replaced it with the one he actually wanted answered.

      “How was it?”

      “Unpleasant.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I spent a lot of time explaining what I didn’t know. Nadia kept asking me to be equally clear about what I did.”

      Rafael looked at the water glass between his hands.

      “I’m going to be prosecuted. I don’t know the terms. I don’t want you to find that out somewhere else.”

      Gabriel nodded. He had known it as a possibility. Hearing Rafael speak of it without a qualifying joke made him look toward the window for a moment.

      “I told the independent investigators about my father,” he said. “And about what I repeated to him. The guarantee.”

      “Does he know?”

      “Yes.”

      “Have you spoken?”

      “Some. My mother’s staying with her sister.”

      “Because of it?”

      “Because of things between them. I don’t know all of it.”

      Rafael looked up. “How are you?”

      “I miss you.”

      The answer had come before he could make it more balanced. He let it stand.

      “I miss you too,” Rafael said.

      The food arrived. They moved the glasses and menus out of the way. Gabriel thanked the server for something she had not yet put down. Rafael waited until she was gone.

      “I’m still angry,” Gabriel said.

      “I know.”

      “I’m sorry. I keep going over what I said to him.”

      Rafael took his hands away from the cutlery.

      “You hadn’t said I could tell him. I knew that.”

      Rafael looked at him for a long time.

      “Thank you.”

      Gabriel waited for something further and disliked himself for waiting. He picked up his fork. The first bite was too hot, and he had to sit with it in his mouth while Rafael tried not to smile.

      “What?” he managed.

      “Nothing.”

      “You’re enjoying this.”

      “A little.”

      They ate. Gabriel began to notice other things: Rafael’s sleeve brushing his wrist when they reached for the bread, a small mark near his hairline, the way he checked the server’s name before asking for more water. He wanted to be beside him rather than across the table.

      “I want to touch you,” he said quietly.

      Rafael looked at him.

      “I haven’t worked out how to trust everything yet. That apparently hasn’t affected the other part.”

      “No,” Rafael said. “It hasn’t.”

      “Are you disappointed that I’m being inconsistent?”

      “I was depending on it.”

      Gabriel laughed, then reached across the corner of the table. Rafael turned his hand beneath his. They stayed like that while a family negotiated the bill two tables away.
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      The restaurant music changed halfway through the meal. Rafael recognized the song from its first few notes and looked toward the speaker as if it had called him by name.

      “No,” Gabriel said.

      “What?”

      “You like this.”

      “You sound alarmed.”

      “Since when?”

      “My uncle had the record.”

      “That’s not a reason to like it.”

      Rafael sang a few words under his breath. Gabriel remembered the two of them in the company apartment, arguing over lyrics while the pan smoked. He had made the meal again once at home. It had been perfectly edible, and he had been annoyed with it.

      “We still owe that recipe a competent attempt,” he said.

      “You said dinner was good.”

      “I was attracted to the cook.”

      “Was?”

      Gabriel held his gaze. “Choose your next question carefully.”

      Rafael smiled and went back to the song.

      They ordered dessert. There were no explorations on the menu, only descriptions of things the kitchen claimed it could make. Gabriel asked whether the chocolate cake contained salt.

      “Everything contains salt,” Rafael said.

      “I want to know if we’re expected to admire it.”

      The cake came with two forks and was large enough that they could disagree about it without running out. Rafael said it needed coffee. Gabriel said he would be awake until three if he drank any. Rafael ordered one and let him take a sip anyway.

      When the bill came, they divided it. Rafael began to reach for Gabriel’s half and stopped with his hand beside the little tray.

      “Next time,” Gabriel said.

      Rafael looked up.

      “If there is one,” Gabriel added, then wished he had not made the invitation retreat.

      “I’d like one.”

      “So would I.”

      Outside, the evening had cooled. They walked to the corner where Gabriel had parked, passing a shop with the lights still on but nobody behind the counter. Rafael stopped to look at a display of ceramic bowls. One had a crooked rim that Gabriel disliked immediately.

      “You’re making the face,” Rafael said.

      “It wouldn’t stack.”

      “It isn’t applying for a job in your cabinet.”

      “Where would you put it?”

      “Somewhere I could look at it.”

      Gabriel moved closer to the window. Up close the glaze had run unevenly down one side. He liked it better and did not say so.

      At the car, Rafael put his hands in his pockets. Gabriel wanted to ask where he was living. He knew there was a new place and that Nadia knew the address. He could have made the question ordinary. He also knew why he wanted to hear the answer tonight.

      “Can I kiss you?” Rafael asked.

      “Yes.”

      Rafael took a step toward him. The kiss was careful at first, so familiar that Gabriel’s hand went to the back of his neck before he remembered how long it had been. Rafael caught the front of his shirt lightly. When they separated, Gabriel kept his hand where it was.

      “I don’t want to go straight back to staying over,” he said.

      “All right.”

      “I wanted to say that before I asked you to.”

      Rafael’s smile changed. “Thank you for the warning.”

      “I’m trying to be intelligible.”

      “You are.”

      They kissed again, briefly. Rafael’s ride arrived while Gabriel was finding his keys. This time he knew who had arranged it. He waited until Rafael was inside before getting into his own car.

      At home, he sent a message asking whether he had arrived.

      Yes. You?

      Yes.

      He stood in the kitchen considering whether to add something. Another message arrived first.

      The bowl was beautiful.

      It wouldn’t stack.

      You’re jealous of its freedom.

      Gabriel put the kettle on. When it boiled, he had to boil it again because he had spent the interval answering.
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      Leila called on Tuesday morning at a time they had arranged through the independent inquiry. Gabriel was home. She asked whether he could speak privately before saying anything about the case.

      Danner’s access had been restricted. She could not discuss the evidence being gathered or tell him how soon any decision would be made. Information already passed to someone else could not be recovered by changing a password or taking away an office key.

      “If he contacts you again, report it through the same channel,” she said. “You don’t need to answer his questions.”

      “Does he know where I live?”

      “I can’t tell you that he doesn’t.”

      Gabriel looked toward the front window. A man was cutting the grass across the street. He had been there every Tuesday for months.

      “What about the hospital?”

      “Tell the people responsible for staff safety about the approach. We can speak with them about the information they need.”

      He wrote down the contact she provided. She asked about any other visits or messages and listened while he checked his phone rather than relying on memory.

      After the call, he spoke to his supervisor. He had expected embarrassment and received practical questions: when Danner came, where he waited, whether Gabriel had asked him to leave. They discussed visitors asking for him, the end of his shift, whom he would notify if something happened. He was not assigned a guard. When he went in later to collect a forgotten item from his locker, the same man was repairing the same automatic door.

      Maya found him reading a notice about a staff meeting.

      “You’re not working today.”

      “I know.”

      “You’ve read that four times.”

      “It’s badly written.”

      She looked at it. “It says Thursday.”

      He folded the contact information and put it away.

      “I have lunch plans.”

      “Then you should go.”
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      Rafael was waiting at an outdoor table with a glass of water and two menus. He had suggested lunch because Gabriel was off and because neither wanted the next meeting to become something they spent a week anticipating.

      Gabriel told him what Leila had said, keeping to the safety information she had given him. Rafael listened, then asked whether he wanted to eat inside.

      “I don’t know. Do you?”

      “The table inside is available.”

      They moved. Gabriel disliked feeling relieved by a wall behind him. He was relieved anyway.

      Rafael told him about Celia’s appointment on Friday. He had agreed to collect her at three.

      “After what happened in the office?” Gabriel said.

      “It’s her apartment.”

      “You shouldn’t be the person who...”

      He stopped. Rafael had put down the menu.

      “What does Nadia know?” Gabriel asked.

      “All of it. Celia’s lawyer knows too. I’m taking her there and waiting outside the consultation. It isn’t a company meeting.”

      “I wish it weren’t you.”

      “She asked me.”

      Gabriel looked at the menu without reading it.

      “I don’t want her depending on you to keep her safe.”

      “Neither do I. I haven’t promised that.”

      The server came to take their order. Gabriel asked for a minute. Rafael waited until she had gone.

      “I can tell you what we’ve arranged,” he said. “I can’t tell you nothing will happen.”

      “I’m frightened.”

      “So am I.”

      Gabriel reached for his glass. Through the window he could see their first table being cleared for somebody else.

      “Call me afterward?”

      “Yes.”

      They ordered. Rafael remembered that Gabriel disliked the dressing and asked whether it could come separately. When the food arrived, they moved the menus onto the spare seat. Gabriel finished his sandwich while Rafael told him about the saucepan in his new kitchen, which had no lid that fit. Then they stayed for another glass of water.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          HIS FATHER’S OFFER

        

      

    

    
      Elena arrived with two folders and a bag from a bakery Rafael had liked as a child.

      The restaurant had given them a table where she could see the entrance. She placed the bag on the empty seat beside her before kissing him. The top was folded twice and fastened with a label. He could smell cinnamon through the paper.

      “You look thin,” she said.

      “You saw me last week.”

      “You looked thin then.”

      She took off her glasses and put them in their case. Her driver had remained outside. Through the window Rafael could see him walking toward a shaded part of the parking lot.

      “Has Luis eaten?” he asked.

      “He says he has.”

      “You could ask him to come in.”

      “I wanted to speak to you.”

      The server brought water. Elena ordered coffee and asked whether the fish was good. The server said it was popular, which made her look at Rafael. He almost smiled.

      “We’ll have a minute,” she said.

      It was Thursday. He had spent Wednesday afternoon with Nadia, reading the electronic copies Isabel’s office had sent. The proposed appointment was to three companies, each with assets he knew and liabilities he had helped describe to lenders. The covering letter called it a transition. His father’s name appeared nowhere on the signature pages.

      Elena opened the first folder.

      “Your aunt should have let me bring these.”

      “I needed time to read them.”

      “They aren’t an ultimatum.”

      He looked at the second folder.

      “What’s that?”

      “The wages.”

      She laid the calculation beside his place. Javier’s name was on top. Below it were amounts under three headings and a total that Rafael recognized from the blue folder. Two entries had finally been restored.

      “This is what Patricia asked for,” he said.

      “I know.”

      “Has it been released?”

      “That’s what we’re trying to arrange.”

      He drew the page toward him. Elena watched his thumb move down the figures.

      “There are others,” she said. “Celia. The maintenance people. Your father knows this can’t continue.”

      “What has he authorized?”

      “He wants you to take charge.”

      “Can he release it today?”

      “He’s offering you the authority to do it.”

      The server returned. Elena ordered the fish. Rafael chose something near the top of the menu so they could hand it back.

      His mother waited until they were alone again.

      “You’ve said for years that some of the properties should be managed differently. You could do that. You could hire people you trust.”

      “And remove people I don’t?”

      “Within reason.”

      “Would I have to ask him what reason meant?”

      She opened the appointment papers to the page with his proposed title.

      “You wouldn’t be working under Isabel.”

      “Does she know that?”

      “She knows there would be changes.”

      Rafael looked at the place where his name had been printed. He had wanted that office once. He had wanted somebody to stop bringing him decisions already made and asking him to supply a signature. For a moment he could see the ordinary work: calling a tenant back, paying a contractor without finding another account to borrow from, asking Celia a question she could answer without looking toward the door.

      Then he turned to the statement attached behind the appointment.

      “Did you read this?”

      “Yes.”

      “All of it?”

      “Don’t speak to me as though I sign things because the paper is clean.”

      He lowered his voice.

      “It says discrepancies were introduced without senior management’s knowledge.”

      “That is what the review is supposed to establish.”

      “It says the review has established it.”

      She took the page. He let her read the sentence before pointing to the next one.

      “And here I say that comments I made under distress have been misunderstood.”

      “You were under distress.”

      “I still am. That doesn’t make what I said untrue.”

      Elena put the page down.

      “He wants the signed statement tomorrow morning.”

      “What happens after he gets it?”

      “You take the position.”

      “And the interviews?”

      She looked at the wage calculation.

      “He expects those to stop.”

      “You know I can’t do that.”

      “I know what he told me to bring back.”

      “Your father isn’t asking you to forget Javier.”

      “What does he think this does to Javier?”

      She looked at the wage calculation.

      “His wife gets paid.”

      “She can get paid without this.”

      “The money has to come from somewhere, Rafael.”

      “Then sell something.”

      “People are trying.”

      “Sell the house.”

      His mother’s hand came away from the folder.

      For a few seconds he heard only the conversation at the next table. A man was telling someone how to find a road that no longer had the sign he remembered.

      “I live there,” Elena said.

      “I know.”

      “It’s easy to dispose of a room you no longer sleep in.”

      He looked through the window. Luis had found a bench. He was eating something from a small package, bending over it to keep crumbs off his trousers.

      “That was unfair,” Rafael said.

      “Yes.”

      “It doesn’t make this fair.”

      She closed the folder and moved it away from the water.

      Their food arrived. Elena waited while the server put a dish of sauce beside her plate. Rafael had ordered chicken. He could not remember deciding on it.

      “You used to ask me to bring these,” she said, touching the bakery bag.

      “I still like them.”

      “When you were at university, you said there was nothing edible within walking distance.”

      “I was trying to get you to visit.”

      She looked up.

      “You could have said that.”

      “You would have told me you were busy.”

      “I was busy.”

      “You came with the bread.”

      Elena smiled briefly. She had arrived that time with more than he could fit in the freezer, then spent most of the visit putting his kitchen into an order he could not maintain. He had complained after she left and eaten everything she brought.

      “I liked that apartment,” she said.

      “The shower leaked into the wardrobe.”

      “It had good light.”

      He cut a piece of chicken. His mother took a careful bite of fish and reached for her coffee before remembering it was empty.

      “You could have stayed there,” she said.

      “I could have.”

      “Nobody locked the door.”

      “No.”

      She seemed to have expected him to argue. He ate another bite while she waited.

      “I came back,” he said. “I signed things. That’s what I’ve told Nadia.”

      “A lawyer doesn’t need you to help her make you look guilty.”

      “She needs to know what I did.”

      “And then what? She tells you how many years?”

      He set down his knife.

      Elena looked at him for a long time. When she spoke again, her voice was quieter.

      “Have they said?”

      “No.”

      “But you’ve discussed it.”

      “Yes.”

      She reached for the coffee cup again. This time she stopped before lifting it.

      “You could come home.”

      “I’m not coming home.”

      “You say that as though it’s another country.”

      “It is another country.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      He did. She meant the stairs he had run down, the kitchen door left open for him, the books she still sometimes bought because she thought he would like them. She also meant the office where his father had told him to be careful what he said.

      “I can’t go back and say none of this happened,” he said.

      “Nobody has asked you to say that.”

      He opened the folder to the statement again. Elena looked away.
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      Celia had received her own version on Wednesday morning.

      She sent it to Eva Paredes and asked for Rafael’s approvals. With his agreement, Nadia sent the copies to Paredes that afternoon.

      The proposed account did not use the word blame. It described a sequence in which Javier selected the descriptions and Celia entered them. It stopped before the authorizations. Beneath the final paragraph was a space for Celia to confirm that she had acted without instructions from senior officers.

      “I told them I have advice now,” she said on the phone.

      “What did they say?”

      “That advice costs money.”

      “Who said it?”

      “Sloan.”

      Nadia asked whether Celia wanted Eva on the call. Celia said yes, and they waited for her to join.

      He remembered the moment Celia heard her lawyer join. She did not become less frightened. She stopped apologizing for taking their time.

      Now his mother pushed Javier’s calculation closer to him.

      “You can call Patricia today,” she said.

      “And tell her what?”

      “That we have the amount.”

      “She had the amount six weeks ago.”

      “Then tell her you’re working on getting it to her.”

      He looked at the figures. He had used almost those words in her living room.

      “Will he release it if I don’t sign?”

      Elena folded her napkin along an existing crease.

      “He thinks you should take responsibility.”

      “For this page?”

      “For the people who still depend on us.”

      “Celia’s statement leaves out my instructions. Did you know that?”

      His mother’s eyes moved to the folder.

      “Isabel said there were statements to complete.”

      “Her lawyer has my approvals.”

      “You could have come to the office.”

      “I did come to the office. I asked Sloan what he wanted with her. Isabel told her she could leave.”

      Elena looked down at her plate. She had eaten less than half the fish.

      “I don’t want her hurt,” she said.

      “Neither do I.”

      “You think that is too little from me.”

      “I think you could call Isabel and say it.”

      She took her phone from her bag. For a moment he thought she would call there at the table. Instead she checked the time and put it beside her plate.

      “I’ll speak to her.”

      He did not thank her.

      The server asked whether they wanted dessert. Elena shook her head. Rafael asked for the bill and received his mother’s usual look of annoyance. He had already paid for enough things with company money that the gesture embarrassed him. He let the bill stay where the server placed it until he had found his own card.

      “There’s something I need you to give him,” he said.

      He took an envelope from inside his jacket. Nadia had read the letter that morning. It was short. He would not accept the appointments or sign the statement. His previous disclosures stood. Requests for information about company records should go through his lawyer.

      Elena read it once.

      “You could send this.”

      “I will send a copy.”

      “Then why am I carrying it?”

      He looked at the folders she had brought.

      She put the letter in its envelope.

      “He’ll say you’ve been persuaded.”

      “Tell him I wrote it.”

      “He’ll ask by whom.”

      “You don’t have to answer.”

      His mother looked toward the window. Luis had stood when he saw her put away her glasses. He was brushing something off the bench.

      “I do have to go home,” she said.

      Rafael reached across the table. She let him take her hand. The skin at the base of her thumb was dry, and he remembered the small jar of cream she used to keep beside her reading lamp.

      “I know.”

      They stayed like that until the server brought his card back. Elena withdrew her hand to clear space for the receipt.

      Rafael signed it and took Javier’s calculation from under the appointment papers.

      “I’m keeping this.”

      “Of course.”

      “It doesn’t mean I’ve agreed.”

      “I heard you.”

      She collected the remaining pages. The unsigned statement caught beneath the folder clip, and a small corner tore as she pulled it free. She tried to fit it back against the page, then left it on the table.

      Rafael picked it up and put it with the papers in her folder.

      Thursday Night

      Elena came home after dark. She put the envelope on Mateo’s desk and stood beside it with her coat still on.

      “He wrote it himself,” she said.

      Mateo read the eight lines. The handwriting sloped the way it had in school, when Rafael was in a hurry to be finished.

      “Did he eat?”

      “Some chicken.” She took off one glove, then the other. “He kept the wage page.”

      She went upstairs. Mateo put the letter in the drawer, then took it out again and left it on the desk.

      Damián came in through the kitchen a little before ten. He did not sit.

      “The Varela woman gave a statement. Most of a day. The Americans, and Cárdenas.”

      “Where is she?”

      “Gone. The shop’s closed. There’s a notice on the door.”

      “Then she’s out of reach.”

      “She is. The shop isn’t.” Damián looked at the letter on the desk and away from it. “Everyone who’s thinking about talking drives down that street.”

      Mateo said nothing. Damián had begun taking silence as permission.

      “Tomorrow afternoon. The street’s busy then. Nobody looks twice at one more car.”

      “It’s closed.”

      “Nobody will be inside.”

      “What’s beside it?”

      “A pharmacy.” Damián shrugged. “Nobody we know.”

      Mateo thought of the mechanic whose daughter was starting university, the payment he had made sure went out.

      Damián waited. When Mateo picked up the letter again, he nodded and left the way he had come.

      Upstairs, Elena was running a bath. Mateo listened to the water until it stopped.
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          THE DAMAGE REACHES THE STREET

        

      

    

    
      Esteban had put the wrong price on the cough drops.

      “That’s what you charged me last time,” Gabriel said.

      “Then you owe me money.”

      “I thought customer loyalty worked the other way.”

      Esteban took the packet and looked at the label. He was wearing the tie with sailing boats, although one had folded beneath his collar so that only its mast showed. Gabriel had come for shaving cream. The cough drops were for the coat he kept at work, where someone always needed one just after the shop closed.

      “These are the large ones.”

      “There’s a smaller cough?”

      Esteban looked at him over his glasses. Gabriel paid the difference.

      It was a little after two on Friday. He had slept until ten, done a load of washing, and left it in the machine while he came out for lunch. His next shift began on Saturday evening. For once there was enough time between errands that he had parked farther away rather than wait for a space outside.

      Through the doorway beside the counter he could see a row of garment bags.

      “Are you offering alterations now?”

      “People are collecting them. Inés finished what she could.”

      Gabriel looked toward the shared wall. He had read the notice on her door on his way in. Someone had curled back one corner to look through the glass, then left it hanging.

      “Have you heard from her?”

      “Yesterday. They’re together.”

      “Good.”

      “Lucía’s complaining about the bus to her classes. Inés says that means she’s getting used to it.”

      Esteban put the purchases in a bag. A woman at the other end of the counter was waiting for his assistant to bring a prescription. She had a child’s blue jacket over her arm. Gabriel moved aside to let her pass when she was called.

      “How’s the ceiling?” he asked.

      “Dry.”

      “A cure.”

      “A new pipe.”

      Esteban looked pleased enough that Gabriel did not suggest the distinction was unnecessary. Above the newspaper rack, a square of fresh paint remained much brighter than the rest. The bucket had gone.

      The first impact struck the shared wall. Esteban looked toward it with the change still in his hand.

      The windows came in.

      Batteries. The floor. Something hit his shoulder, and then there was no shop, there was dust in his mouth and one high sound that did not stop, and he could not tell whether it was in the room or in him.

      He pushed himself up and his palm opened on glass. His elbow gave. He stayed there, pulling for enough air to call out.

      The woman with the jacket crawled past him. Blood ran down her neck. He reached toward her with the wrong hand and left a mark on the tile.

      “This way.”

      A man had come in from the sidewalk. He helped the woman stand and held out his free hand to Gabriel. Behind him, the doorway was open to the street. Gabriel could see people running beyond it.

      Then he heard Esteban.

      The sound came from behind the counter. It was not a word. Gabriel turned toward it and the man caught his sleeve.

      “Get out.”

      Gabriel pulled free. He tried to say there was someone behind the counter, but the man was already taking the woman toward the door.

      The register drawer lay open on the floor. Gabriel stepped over it and found Esteban near the dispensary, with a metal display frame across his legs. His assistant was beside him. She had a phone against her ear and was saying the address over and over.

      Esteban looked up at Gabriel.

      “I can’t.”

      “I see you.”

      “My leg.”

      Gabriel knelt. Blood had reached Esteban’s collar from a wound above his ear. The frame lay across one ankle. Beyond it, his other leg rested at an angle Gabriel did not try to change.

      There was another crash from the front of the shop. The assistant ducked against the counter. Gabriel bent over Esteban before looking toward the sound.

      Part of the entrance had fallen inward. Dust moved across the floor in a low cloud. He could no longer see the man who had offered him a hand.

      “Tell them where we are,” he said to the assistant.

      She listened to the phone, then gave the address again.

      “Behind the counter. Tell them we can’t get him out.”

      She repeated it. Gabriel looked toward the dispensary. Its doorway remained clear. A shelf had fallen across the passage beyond, but the space just inside was still open.

      He tried to lift the display frame with his good hand. It shifted and dropped back. Esteban cried out.

      Gabriel let go. His hand was wet against the metal. He looked down and saw that he had used both without meaning to.

      “Help me,” he said.

      The assistant put the phone down with the call still open. Together they got the frame away from Esteban’s ankle. Gabriel had to stop and press his hand against his shirt while she pushed it farther aside.

      Something above them creaked. They both looked up.

      “We need to move,” Gabriel said.

      Esteban tried to raise himself. He got one elbow beneath him, then collapsed with a sound Gabriel had never heard him make.

      “Don’t make me,” he said.

      Gabriel looked at the doorway to the dispensary, then at the dust still falling onto the counter. He wanted someone else to be there. A team, equipment, a room in which he could ask for something and have it placed in his hand.

      “We can’t stay here.”

      They moved him only as far as the doorway. The assistant took more of his weight than Gabriel could. His shoe caught on the frame and he almost fell across Esteban before finding the floor with his knee.

      Esteban screamed once. Then he stopped helping them.

      Gabriel said his name. He said it again, louder, and the eyes opened.

      “Stay with me.”

      The assistant crouched on the other side of the doorway. Her phone was still on the floor beyond her. A small voice came from it, asking whether she could hear.

      “Get it,” Gabriel said.

      She reached back and brought it into the doorway. He heard her telling the person on the line that they had moved. The voice asked where, and this time she answered without giving the street address.

      Esteban gripped Gabriel’s sleeve.

      “My daughter.”

      “We’ll call her.”

      “Now.”

      “As soon as we can.”

      His grip loosened. Gabriel kept speaking to him. The words were ordinary questions about his daughter’s name, about who should be called, things Gabriel already knew and needed Esteban to keep answering.

      The assistant found a towel in a cupboard and brought it over. Gabriel held it against the wound above Esteban’s ear until she took over. He could not keep his own blood off the cloth.

      There were sirens now. A man in a uniform appeared through the dust, looked behind the counter, and spoke into his radio.

      Gabriel gave him what he knew. Three people had been inside that he had seen. Esteban could speak. Gabriel had not seen what struck the building. Inés’s shop was closed; he did not know whether anyone had been on that part of the sidewalk.

      “Are you able to walk?” the officer asked him.

      “Yes. I’m a physician.”

      “Then you can tell them outside.”

      Gabriel looked at Esteban.

      “We have people coming in,” the officer said.

      He moved back when they arrived. There was not room for everyone at once. A responder took his place beside Esteban and asked questions Gabriel had already asked, then others he had not. Gabriel answered until she put a hand on his arm and told him she needed Esteban to answer for himself.

      He stood too quickly. The edge of the counter tilted and settled. He waited for it to stop before walking toward the entrance.

      Outside, an officer guided him past the broken glass. Gabriel tried to look into Inés’s shop. The fitting curtain had fallen. A section of the counter was visible beneath debris. The front door lay flat across the place where a customer would have stood.

      “This way,” the officer said.

      Gabriel went where she pointed.
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      His phone was in the street.

      He saw it while a paramedic wrapped his hand. It lay near the curb, beyond the place where he was allowed to stand. The case had come off. He had no memory of taking it out.

      “I need that,” he said.

      “We’ll ask somebody to get it.”

      “I can get it.”

      The paramedic looked at him. Gabriel sat back down on the ambulance step.

      Across the street, people were being asked to leave the entrances of other businesses. A man was trying to move his car and arguing that the officer standing in front of it was preventing him from doing what she had told him. Someone had brought the woman’s shoe out. She held it by the heel without putting it on.

      Gabriel could see a dark mark on the side of her neck. He began to stand.

      “She’s being seen,” the paramedic said.

      “I can see that.”

      “Then sit.”

      He sat.

      Esteban came out on a stretcher. Gabriel stood again and this time nobody stopped him. Esteban was answering a question, frowning with the effort of hearing it. The assistant walked beside him until a responder asked her to move back.

      “I’ll come,” Gabriel told him.

      Esteban looked toward the voice but did not seem to find him before the stretcher moved past.

      The assistant came to Gabriel with her phone still in her hand.

      “I called his daughter.”

      “Good.”

      “She asked if he was all right.”

      Gabriel waited.

      “I said he was talking.”

      “That’s what you knew.”

      She nodded. An officer approached to ask where each of them had been. Gabriel described the counter, the sound, the floor. When she asked about a vehicle, he could give her nothing useful.

      “Did you see anyone outside before it happened?”

      “People walking. I wasn’t watching them.”

      “Anyone you recognized?”

      “No.”

      She wrote it down.

      He wanted to tell her about Sloan in the square, his father with two coffees, Rafael standing beside a car he had not wanted to enter. None of those men had been on this sidewalk when Gabriel looked at it. He gave the officer his name and told her he had information about recent threats connected to the shop’s owner. She took out a fresh page.

      By the time someone brought his phone, its screen had gone black. The paramedic placed it in a bag with his purchases. The shaving cream had split and coated everything with a white foam that was beginning to collapse.

      “Sorry,” she said.

      “That was how it came.”

      She put the bag beside him.
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      At the hospital, Maya found him trying to open a packet of wipes with his teeth.

      “Give me that.”

      He did. She wiped the shaving cream off his phone and put it on a clean towel. A crack crossed the screen, but it lit when she pressed the side button.

      “Esteban?” he asked.

      “They’re assessing him. His daughter’s here.”

      “His leg looked bad.”

      “They know.”

      Gabriel looked at his own hand. The dressing had been removed. He could see the edge of the wound without turning his palm and wished the person examining him would stop asking whether he could feel things before touching them.

      Maya sat where she could see his face.

      “Someone else is covering tomorrow.”

      “I haven’t said I can’t work.”

      “I spoke to the supervisor.”

      “You could have asked me.”

      “You can call her if you want to discuss it.”

      She put his phone within reach of his left hand. He picked it up and found six missed calls, two from his father. The most recent had come a minute earlier.

      It rang again while he was looking.

      “I’m at the hospital,” Gabriel said.

      “Are you hurt?”

      “My hand. They’re taking care of it.”

      “How badly?”

      “I don’t know yet.”

      “I can come.”

      Gabriel looked at Maya. She had turned toward a nurse who needed the chair beside her.

      “Not now.”

      “Your mother called me. She couldn’t get you.”

      “Tell her I’ll call.”

      “I will. Gabriel, has Rafael been in touch?”

      He shut his eyes.

      “What are you asking?”

      “Whether you’ve heard from him.”

      “If you know something, tell the people investigating.”

      “I’m not asking you for a statement.”

      “Please, Dad. I can’t do this now.”

      His father was quiet. Gabriel could hear a car door close at his end.

      “I heard about the shop,” Tomás said. “I thought you might have been together.”

      “We weren’t.”

      “All right.”

      “Dad.”

      “Yes?”

      “Please call Mom. Tell her I’m awake and I’ll speak to her when they’ve finished.”

      “I can do that.”

      Gabriel ended the call. He found Rafael’s number and typed with one thumb.

      Something happened at the pharmacy beside Inés’s. I’m at the hospital. My hand is hurt. I’m being treated. Call when you can.

      He read it twice. The words looked both too alarming and insufficient. He sent them before he could write something less true.

      It was almost three. Rafael would be arriving at Celia’s building. Gabriel remembered the appointment and looked at the message he had just sent. He began another, then stopped. There was nothing else he could tell him.

      Maya came back with a bag for his coat.

      “Do you want me to call anyone?”

      “I’ve sent a message.”

      She nodded and began emptying the pockets. Gabriel watched a receipt emerge, then the appointment card he had kept after copying Nadia’s number for Rafael.

      “That one,” he said.

      Maya looked at the card.

      “What do you want me to say?”

      “Tell her where I am. Tell her I was at the pharmacy. She needs to know what happened.”

      “Anything else?”

      He looked at Rafael’s unanswered message.

      “No. That’s what I know.”

      Maya took the card into the corridor. Gabriel put his phone beside the clean towel as the physician returned to examine his hand.
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      Celia’s door was open when Rafael reached the landing.

      He had expected to call from the car. There was no space at the curb, so he had parked around the corner and walked up, carrying the envelope Nadia had told him to leave with Eva Paredes. It contained copies he had already provided, with his authorizations marked. His phone vibrated as he reached the second flight. He left it in his pocket while he took the last steps.

      Sloan was standing inside Celia’s apartment.

      For a moment Rafael saw only him. Then Isabel moved away from the window, and Celia appeared beside the kitchen counter with her handbag against her chest.

      “You’re early,” Sloan said.

      “It’s three.”

      “We’re finishing something.”

      Celia looked at Rafael.

      “I’m ready.”

      He remained on the landing.

      “Then come on.”

      Sloan shifted toward the doorway. He did not close it, but there was no longer room for Celia to pass him.

      “A minute,” Isabel said.

      Rafael looked at her. Her glasses were on a cord around her neck. She had a folder under one arm and a page in her hand. The paper was creased where somebody had folded it badly.

      “Her lawyer’s expecting her.”

      “I know.”

      “Then send whatever it is to her lawyer.”

      “Rafael, come inside.”

      He looked back at the stairs. From below came the sound of a television, a man’s voice followed by recorded laughter. Celia’s handbag had a broken fastening. He had noticed it at the office before, the way she held it shut while taking things out.

      “I want to go,” she said.

      Sloan turned toward her.

      “Nobody is stopping you going to an appointment. We need to settle what’s leaving with you.”

      “My copies.”

      “Company material.”

      “Rafael. Stay.”

      Rafael stepped through the doorway. Sloan moved back to let him enter, then pushed the door almost closed.

      “Open it,” Rafael said.

      “The neighbors don’t need to hear our business.”

      “It’s her home.”

      Isabel put the page on the small table.

      “This has got out of hand.”

      “Then leave,” Celia said.

      Nobody moved.

      The apartment was smaller than Rafael had expected. A sofa faced a television on a low cabinet. Beside it, a drying rack held shirts that looked ready to be put away. The table had been cleared except for Isabel’s papers and a mug with a teaspoon in it. Rafael could smell laundry detergent and coffee.

      “I’ve told them I’m not signing,” Celia said to him.

      Isabel took off her glasses.

      “You’re being asked to confirm the work you performed.”

      “It isn’t the work I performed.”

      Rafael put his envelope beside the mug.

      “It leaves out my approvals. Her lawyer already has them.”

      Sloan looked at the envelope.

      His aunt looked between them.

      “We can discuss wording with the lawyers.”

      “Yes,” Rafael said. “We can.”

      He turned to Celia.

      “Do you have everything?”

      She nodded and moved away from the counter. Sloan put a hand against the door.

      “The material stays.”

      “There are other copies,” Rafael said.

      Sloan’s expression changed. It was slight, a tightening around his mouth that Rafael had seen before when a server brought the wrong thing or a call failed to connect. He took his hand off the door.

      “You should have let your father handle this.”

      “He sent my mother.”

      “And she wasted her afternoon.”

      Isabel looked at Rafael. “He read your letter last night. By this morning, Damián was signing for the last of what I had.” She glanced at the page on the table. “This is what I have left to bring him.”

      “Victor,” Isabel said.

      “He’s made a habit of letting people waste theirs.”

      Celia moved past Rafael toward the door. Sloan caught her arm and drove her back against the end of the counter. She tried to pull away, and he tightened his grip until she stopped.

      “Get off her,” Rafael said.

      Sloan kept hold of her and reached beneath his jacket. Rafael saw the gun before he understood that Sloan had taken it out.

      “Stay where you are,” Sloan said.

      The words were quiet. Celia stopped against the end of the counter.

      Rafael could hear his phone vibrating again. He kept his hands where Sloan could see them.

      A phone chimed in Isabel’s bag. Then again.

      Sloan kept the gun where it was. “Read it.”

      “Victor.”

      “Read it to me.”

      Isabel took out the phone. She looked at the screen longer than the message could have taken.

      “There’s been an explosion,” she said. “Laredo Street. The Varela shop.”

      Celia made a small sound. Isabel lowered the phone.

      Sloan looked at Rafael. For the first time since he had drawn the gun, he seemed interested in something other than the door.

      “That’s the block with the pharmacy,” he said. “Your doctor buys his razors there.”

      Rafael’s phone began to vibrate against his leg.

      “Is he working today?” Sloan asked.

      Rafael did not know. He tried to remember what Gabriel had said about the weekend and found only the lunch table, the menus moved onto the spare seat.

      “Go ahead,” Sloan said. “Find out. Slowly.”

      The phone went on vibrating. Rafael looked at Celia, at the gap between her and the end of the counter, at the gun.

      He kept his hands where they were.

      The vibration stopped.

      “Put that away,” Isabel said.

      Sloan did not look at her.

      “Give me the bag.”

      Celia shook her head.

      “It has my keys. My money.”

      “Then take those out.”

      “Don’t make her reach for anything,” Rafael said.

      The gun moved toward him. He stopped speaking. Sloan released Celia and stepped back toward the door.

      There was a stain on Sloan’s cuff. Rafael could not stop looking at it. A small brown crescent near the button, the sort of thing he would have expected somebody else to notice and remove before Sloan went out.

      “Celia,” Isabel said. “Put the bag on the table.”

      “No.”

      “Please.”

      “You brought him here.”

      Isabel looked at Sloan.

      “I didn’t come for this.”

      “You came to get it signed,” he said.

      “And it isn’t going to be signed. We can leave.”

      He shook his head once.

      “Not like this.”

      Rafael looked at the door. Sloan stood just inside it, with the latch behind his shoulder. Celia was to Rafael’s left, partly behind the counter. Isabel was on the other side of the table, close to the window. There was nowhere for Celia to go that did not bring her nearer the gun.

      “The lawyers have it,” Rafael said. “Taking a bag won’t change that.”

      Sloan watched him.

      “What have you told them about me?”

      Rafael’s mouth was dry. He could remember exactly how much he had paid for the envelope on the table and not whether he had locked his car.

      “What you did in the office.”

      “Who have you told?”

      Isabel came around the end of the table.

      “Stop asking questions he can’t answer here.”

      Sloan looked at her now.

      “You’re very certain about what he can’t answer.”

      “I know him.”

      “So do I.”

      “Then you know this won’t help.”

      He moved the gun slightly, enough to make her stop.

      “I’ve helped all of you for years.”

      Celia’s breathing had become audible. Rafael wanted to tell her to slow it, as if his saying so could make her body obey. He kept quiet.

      “You’re coming with us,” Sloan told her.

      “No,” Rafael said.

      Sloan turned back.

      “Your appointment can wait.”

      “She’s not going anywhere with you.”

      “Then you can explain why you stopped her leaving.”

      He smiled briefly and moved closer to Celia.

      “Victor,” Isabel said. “We leave. The two of us. Now.”

      “Open the bag first.”

      Celia lowered it onto the counter behind her. The broken fastening gave, and the bag sagged open. Her phone lay on top of her keys, face up. The screen was lit. A call was running. Rafael saw the numbers climb past eleven minutes before he made himself look away.

      “Open it,” Sloan said.

      Celia didn’t move.

      “She won’t,” Rafael said. “Ask me where the copies are.”

      Sloan turned his head toward him. Behind Rafael, very quietly, Celia closed the bag.

      Sloan caught her arm again and pulled her toward him.

      Rafael stepped in. Sloan let go of her to bring the gun around.

      “Stay there,” Rafael said to Celia.

      Sloan stopped. The gun was close enough that Rafael could see a worn patch on its side. He could not tell whether it was aimed at his chest or lower down. He did not look long enough to decide.

      “Move,” Sloan said.

      Rafael’s heel struck the base of the counter. He had backed up without intending to. He stopped there, with Celia behind him.

      Rafael heard the bell at the café. He heard it so clearly that he glanced toward the door, expecting the sound to have come from there.

      Isabel said his name.

      He looked at her.

      “Let me deal with this,” she said.

      “How?”

      “Move away from him.”

      “So he can take her?”

      “I’ll go with her.”

      Celia made a sound behind him, almost a laugh.

      “You’re already here.”

      Isabel’s face changed. She looked at the paper on the table, then at Sloan’s hand.

      “She’s right,” she said. “Put it away.”

      From the landing came a sound Rafael could not identify, followed by a voice outside the apartment. Sloan turned his head.

      There was a knock, hard enough to move the door against its frame. A voice identified the police.

      For a moment nobody spoke. Rafael saw Isabel’s lips move without hearing anything.

      Then Sloan reached past him for Celia.

      Rafael caught Sloan’s sleeve. He had no plan beyond that hand. Sloan wrenched back, the sleeve tore out of his fingers, and the gun came up.

      Isabel. From the side, both hands flat against him, shoving.

      The shot.

      The counter hit his shoulder. Isabel’s blouse jerked below the collarbone, and she went down against the edge of the table, and he heard her glasses break under her.

      Celia was gone below the counter. Isabel lay beside the table with one hand caught beneath her. She tried to speak. The word would not come.

      Sloan was standing near the door with the gun still in his hand.

      Someone shouted. The door struck the wall. Rafael could see a uniform and another gun, then two people moving through the entrance.

      “Put it down.”

      Sloan looked at the gun as if he had been asked which object they meant.

      “Put it down now.”

      He lowered it to the floor. An officer moved him away from it while the other ordered Rafael to show his hands.

      Rafael lifted them. One was empty. The other held a piece of Sloan’s cuff button, broken off while he pulled at the sleeve. He opened his fingers and let it fall.

      “She’s hurt,” he said.

      “Stay where you are.”

      “My aunt.”

      The officer looked toward Isabel and spoke into his radio. Rafael could see blood spreading beneath the shoulder of her blouse. She was trying to lift herself with the wrong arm.

      “Don’t,” he said.

      The officer looked back at him.

      “She’s trying to get up.”

      “I see her.”

      There were more people at the door. Celia came out from behind the counter with her hands raised. An officer took her toward the landing, asking whether anyone else was inside.

      Sloan was on his knees now. Rafael could not see his face.

      “Can I help her?” he asked.

      The officer glanced at his hands, then nodded and moved with him.

      Rafael knelt beside Isabel. She was breathing quickly, her eyes open. He folded the cloth the officer gave him and held it where he was told. The blood reached his fingers almost at once.

      “Rafael.”

      “I’m here.”

      “My glasses.”

      They had fallen beneath her shoulder. He could see one lens cracked against the tile.

      “Leave them.”

      She tried to turn her head toward the door. He moved with her so she could still see him.

      “They’re taking him,” he said.

      She shut her eyes, then opened them again.

      “Tell them.”

      “What?”

      “I came to help.”

      Rafael looked at the statement on the table. It had slipped partly off the folder. Celia’s name was visible above the empty signature line.

      “Stay still,” he said.

      “Tell them why I came.”

      He kept pressure against her shoulder until the responders asked him to move.
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      On the landing, Celia was speaking to an officer.

      She had put on her coat, though the afternoon was warm. Her bag hung from one shoulder. When Rafael came out, she stopped in the middle of a sentence.

      “They’re taking her to the hospital,” he said.

      Celia nodded. She looked at the blood on his hands and moved the bag to her other shoulder.

      “Your phone,” she said.

      He looked down. The officer who had brought him out was holding it. Rafael had given it to someone inside without remembering why.

      “We’ll need to speak to you,” the officer said.

      “I know. I need to call my lawyer.”

      “You can do that.”

      “My aunt brought him here,” Rafael said. “She wanted Celia to sign a statement. It says she and Javier made decisions that were mine.”

      The officer looked toward the apartment.

      “The woman who was shot?”

      “Yes.”

      The officer wrote down her name. Rafael waited until he had finished.

      He took the phone. Gabriel’s message showed on the screen beneath missed calls from Nadia. Rafael read the first words and felt the railing against his back.

      “Are you all right?” the officer asked.

      “I need to call.”

      “Go ahead.”

      Nadia answered before he had decided what to say first. He told her where he was. She said she knew the address, then made him tell her whether he was injured and whether Celia was with him. He answered. His voice sounded almost ordinary until he asked about Gabriel.

      “He’s being treated,” she said. “He was able to speak to me. I’ll tell him you’re alive.”

      Rafael put a hand over his eyes.

      “I’m coming,” she said. “Celia’s lawyer has been contacted too.”

      He waited until she had finished before telling her about Isabel’s request.

      “What did you say?” Nadia asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “Then tell me what happened from the time you arrived.”

      He described the open door, the paper, Celia saying she wanted to leave. He included his aunt asking her to put down the bag. He said Isabel had tried to make Sloan leave and had pushed Rafael out of the way before the shot.

      “Both things,” he said.

      “Yes,” Nadia said. “Both.”

      Down the stairs, someone called for room to bring the stretcher through. Rafael moved against the wall. Isabel’s eyes were closed as they passed him. One of the responders held a bag above her, watching the line that ran down to her arm.

      Celia turned toward the officer again.

      “I was telling you about the first time he took my phone,” she said.

      Rafael moved far enough along the landing that she did not have to speak past him.
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          THE ACCOUNTS THAT REMAIN

        

      

    

    
      The shirt had six buttons. Gabriel managed five before Rafael offered to help.

      “I can do it.”

      “I can see that.”

      “Then stop watching.”

      Rafael turned toward the window. Gabriel tried again. The last button slipped from his fingers and struck his bandaged hand. He swore.

      “All right.”

      Rafael came back and fastened it without smiling. There was a bruise high on his shoulder, visible above the collar of the borrowed shirt Nadia had found for him. Gabriel had spent part of the previous night wanting to touch it and the rest wanting to ask why he had gone inside.

      It was Saturday morning. They were in Gabriel’s apartment because his bed was made and someone from work had already brought food. Rafael had slept on the sofa. They had discussed that at two in the morning, after both of them had insisted they were too tired to discuss anything.

      “Your aunt?” Gabriel asked.

      “Out of surgery. They’re watching her.”

      “And Celia?”

      “With her sister. Her lawyer called Nadia.”

      Gabriel nodded. He could not remember whether he had asked those questions before falling asleep.

      Rafael stepped back from the completed button.

      “Would you like coffee?”

      “Please.”

      In the kitchen, the canister lid defeated him. Gabriel listened to the small sounds of Rafael trying to open it and went to help before remembering that he could not do it either.

      They looked at the lid.

      “We could buy some,” Rafael said.

      “That would mean leaving.”

      “There’s tea.”

      “You don’t have to sound so pleased.”

      Rafael filled the kettle. Gabriel sat at the table and moved a container of food to make space. Someone had labeled it with reheating instructions. He read them three times without understanding which part needed to be uncovered.

      “Isabel asked me to tell them she came to help,” Rafael said. “I told them about the statement, the bag, and how she pushed me out of the way.”

      The kettle began to make a low noise. Rafael stood beside it, holding two mugs.

      Gabriel took the mug when Rafael brought it over.

      “I keep thinking I should have moved sooner,” Rafael said. “Or stayed outside. Celia had called. I didn’t know until I saw the phone.”

      Gabriel looked at the bandage on his own hand. He had gone toward Esteban without asking whether the ceiling would hold. There were questions he could have answered in a different order. The injured man had still been under the fitting when he reached him.

      “What happened just before you moved?” he asked.

      Rafael told him. Gabriel let him get to the end.

      When Rafael stopped, the kettle clicked again, cooling on its base.

      “I thought you might be dead,” Gabriel said.

      “I saw your message while they were taking her out.”

      “You could have called sooner.”

      Rafael looked at him.

      “No,” Gabriel said. “I know.”

      “Sloan knew about the pharmacy,” Rafael said. “He said you bought your razors there. My phone kept going in my pocket, and I couldn’t look.”

      Gabriel was quiet.

      “I thought you might be dead too.”

      Gabriel put his good hand on the table. Rafael laid his beside it, close enough that their little fingers touched.

      “I wanted you,” Rafael said.

      “I’m here.”

      “I can see that.”

      Gabriel looked at him. Rafael’s mouth moved, almost a smile. Gabriel leaned forward until Rafael met him halfway.

      The kiss was brief. When they moved apart, Rafael rested his forehead against Gabriel’s for a moment. Neither reached for the other’s injured side.

      Later they ate the food cold because neither of them wanted to return to the instructions.
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      Esteban’s daughter had brought him a comb, reading glasses, and a newspaper he could not keep open on the hospital bed.

      “The local pages,” he told Gabriel. “You don’t need to turn it over like that.”

      Gabriel held the paper with his left hand and tried to find the section. Esteban’s daughter took it from him, folded it, and placed it where her father could read.

      “Two of you,” she said.

      Esteban had needed an operation on his leg. His daughter had already begun asking about the stairs at his house. He was more interested in whether the pharmacy refrigerator had remained on long enough for someone to deal with its contents.

      “The insurer has a list,” she said.

      “Who made the list?”

      “Your assistant. Someone went in with her when they were allowed.”

      He looked at Gabriel, asking him to confirm the adequacy of that answer. Gabriel could not.

      “I’d ask her,” he said.

      Esteban picked at a corner of the newspaper.

      “Inés called.”

      “Good.”

      “She asked if there was anything left in her shop.”

      “What did you say?”

      “I haven’t been back.”

      His daughter stood to take a call in the corridor. Esteban watched her go, then looked at Gabriel’s hand.

      “How long?”

      “Before work? They’ll review it next week. It depends what I can do.”

      “You can read me the paper.”

      Gabriel found the place Esteban indicated. The first item concerned a road repair that had been announced twice before. Esteban interrupted after the second sentence to say the council member quoted did not live anywhere near it.

      Gabriel read on. At the end of the column, Esteban asked him to turn to the sports page.
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      On Monday, Tomás came to the apartment with groceries Marisol had not sent.

      He said that before Gabriel asked. It made the greeting more awkward than it needed to be. Gabriel took the lighter bag and let him carry the other to the kitchen.

      Rafael had gone to Nadia’s office. They had agreed Gabriel would tell him if his father came. Gabriel sent a message while Tomás unpacked a loaf of bread and two cartons of milk.

      “You said you were nearly out,” Tomás said.

      “One would have done.”

      “They’ll keep.”

      He put them in the refrigerator, then moved one so Gabriel could reach it more easily. Gabriel stood aside.

      His father had lost weight around his face. He was wearing a shirt Gabriel associated with Sundays and had not brought the phone holster he usually wore at his belt.

      “How’s your hand?”

      “Healing.”

      “Can you feel everything?”

      “They’ve checked.”

      Tomás nodded. He looked toward the living room, where Rafael’s borrowed shirt hung over the back of the sofa.

      “Is he staying?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “All right.”

      Gabriel waited for more. His father closed the refrigerator.

      “There may be an announcement about me.”

      “What sort?”

      “I’m no longer assigned to the investigation. There are other matters under review.”

      “You told me that.”

      “There may be more.”

      He took a folded paper from his pocket. Gabriel did not reach for it.

      “Somebody asked what the family wanted to say. This makes clear you weren’t involved in my work.”

      “I was involved in what I told you.”

      “It’s for the press.”

      “Then they can ask me.”

      Tomás put the paper on the counter. Gabriel read the first two paragraphs. The account described disputed recollections of a long investigation. It did not mention the response his father had signed that month.

      “Is this from your lawyer?”

      “No.”

      “Then show it to her.”

      “I’m trying to keep you out of the coverage.”

      “Dad. Did you make a false statement?”

      His father looked at the grocery bag he had not yet folded.

      “Yes.”

      “This year?”

      “Yes.”

      Gabriel left the paper on the counter.

      “Then I’m not putting my name to that.”

      For a moment he thought his father would argue about wording. Tomás folded the paper and returned it to his pocket.

      “Your mother isn’t coming home,” he said.

      “She told me she was looking for a place.”

      “She told you.”

      “She didn’t ask me to persuade her.”

      Tomás nodded without looking up.

      Gabriel wanted to ask whether he was eating, whether he had opened the envelopes Marisol used to stack at his place. He was annoyed by the questions before asking them. His father had brought groceries to a man who could afford groceries. Neither of them had come to the conversation empty-handed.

      “Would you like a cup of coffee?” Gabriel asked.

      “Yes.”

      “You’ll have to open the canister.”

      Tomás found it. He worked the lid loose and set it beside the kettle. Gabriel measured the coffee while his father stood at the other end of the counter.
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      The news arrived in pieces, with calls that ended before Gabriel had thought of the next question.

      Leila told him on Wednesday that Danner had been arrested. She gave him a number to use if anyone approached him about his statements. She could not discuss everything in the case, and Gabriel found that he minded less when the limit did not require him to supply information in return.

      “Will I have to speak again?”

      “Probably. Through the people already in touch with you.”

      “All right.”

      He wrote the number beneath the one Maya had used on Friday. Then he called his supervisor, who asked whether he needed to alter the return-to-work discussion. He said he would know after the hand review.

      Rafael came over that evening with a bag of clean clothes. He put it by the door and remained standing beside it.

      “They arrested my father,” he said.

      Gabriel put down the book he had not been reading.

      “In Mexico?”

      “Yes. Damián too.”

      He sat at last, at the other end of the sofa. Gabriel waited while he took off his jacket.

      “The warrants include Arturo. Other things there. Nadia said the American cases will have to go through the formal process.”

      “For Javier?”

      “For Javier. And the federal charges. It isn’t all one case.”

      “Does Patricia know?”

      “Someone is speaking to her. Nadia said not to call until she’s been told properly.”

      Rafael rubbed the place where the jacket had pressed against his shoulder.

      “My mother called from outside the house. She wanted to know whether I’d known it was coming.”

      “Had you?”

      “No.”

      “Did she believe you?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He looked toward the window. Gabriel could see his reflection in the dark glass, sitting apart from the coat he had folded on his lap.

      “Isabel’s giving an account of Javier’s murder,” he said. “What my father said in the office. What she did afterward.”

      Gabriel waited.

      “She was there when he ordered it.”

      Rafael spoke more quietly. Nadia had told him his aunt was now answering questions she had avoided before she was shot. Her account still had to be checked against other evidence. Her cooperation did not settle what she had done to Celia.

      “My mother asked me to wait,” Rafael said. “About my own statement. Until Isabel was stronger.”

      “What did you say?”

      “That I’d given it.”

      Gabriel moved closer. Rafael leaned into him with his uninjured shoulder.

      For a while they watched the window. A light went on in the apartment opposite, illuminating someone carrying a basket of washing. Rafael took Gabriel’s left hand and held it between both of his.

      “I haven’t decided where the bag goes,” he said.

      “You can leave it.”

      “Tonight?”

      “Yes.”

      Rafael nodded. They stayed on the sofa until Gabriel’s foot went numb and he had to ask him to move.
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      On Sunday they tried to plan the next week.

      Gabriel had written three appointments on a sheet of paper. Rafael added two in a different pen, then crossed one out because he had put it on the wrong day. One was with Nadia. Another involved records he had promised to identify himself.

      “I can take you Tuesday,” Rafael said.

      “The review is Wednesday.”

      “You wrote Tuesday.”

      Gabriel looked. He had.

      “I can change mine,” Rafael said.

      “Don’t. I can get there.”

      “I know you can.”

      Gabriel reached for the pen, found that he had trapped it beneath his wrist, and let Rafael retrieve it.

      They had eaten too much for lunch. The remains of a cake occupied most of the refrigerator, a gift from a colleague who had apparently calculated that injury increased the amount two men could eat. Rafael wanted another piece. Gabriel wanted him to cut a smaller one than the last.

      “For me or for you?” Rafael asked.

      “I wasn’t having any.”

      “Then you can inspect it after.”

      He cut two pieces and brought them back. Gabriel ate his while Rafael called to correct the appointment. The person answering needed him to spell his name. He did, slowly, then repeated the date.

      When the call ended, Gabriel turned the paper around and crossed out Tuesday.
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      The judge asked whose approval appeared on the page.

      “Mine,” Rafael said.

      Nadia stood beside him. He could hear a ventilation fan above the courtroom and someone turning a page behind him. The copy in front of the judge was clearer than the one he remembered seeing on his phone at the airport. His initials occupied very little space.

      “What did you understand about the money at that time?”

      He gave the answer he had given Nadia and then the investigators. By 2014 he knew that some of the funds entering the companies came from cocaine sales. He had agreed with Isabel to approve transactions that presented those funds as ordinary business revenue. He had continued doing it. The underlying property work was real. The descriptions used to conceal the source of that money were false, and he had known why they were used.

      The judge asked him about one of the approvals again.

      “Did you believe you were correcting an accounting error?”

      “No.”

      “What did you intend?”

      “To make the money look as though the companies had earned it.”

      He heard someone cough. Nadia did not look toward the sound.

      It was July 2019. He had been charged in the spring. The conditions attached to his release now required things the earlier voluntary arrangement had not: permission for travel, reporting, his passports surrendered. He had kept the paper listing the conditions with the appointments he could not afford to miss.

      The plea was to conspiracy to launder money. Nadia had made him read the agreement until he stopped treating the paragraph about cooperation as though it canceled the paragraph before it. No one had promised him a particular sentence. He had given evidence, corrected what he left out when Javier died, and identified his own instructions among other people’s. The court would still sentence him for what he admitted.

      The judge asked whether anyone had threatened him into pleading guilty.

      “No.”

      Whether he had discussed the agreement with his lawyer.

      “Yes.”

      Whether he was pleading guilty because he was guilty.

      “Yes.”

      Afterward, in the corridor, Nadia asked whether he needed to sit.

      “I’m all right.”

      “Sit down for a minute.”

      He sat. She put the papers in her bag and made a call about the next date.

      When she ended it, she was looking past him.

      Patricia Mena stood near the courtroom doors with her lawyer. Rafael had not seen her in the gallery. He had not looked.

      “She asked to speak to you,” Nadia said. “Her lawyer called this morning. I told him it was your decision.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “You were about to enter a plea. I wanted you to do one thing at a time.”

      Rafael stood.

      “Don’t discuss what you’ll say in Texas,” Nadia said.

      Patricia did not come closer. He walked to her. She had cut her hair short. There was a pen mark on the side of her hand, as if she had been writing on it.

      “You said it was your approval,” she said. “In there. Every time.”

      “Yes.”

      “Javier used to say you signed things without reading them.”

      “I read them.”

      She looked at him for a moment.

      “The prosecutors told me you went to your father. Before. That Javier asked you not to.”

      Her lawyer shifted. Nadia, a few steps behind Rafael, said nothing.

      “Yes,” Rafael said.

      “I asked you something at my house.”

      “I remember.”

      “You said you didn’t know what to tell me.”

      “I knew. I didn’t say it.”

      “Say it now.”

      “They let me leave because I’m his son. He told them I wasn’t to be touched.”

      Patricia’s face did not change. Down the corridor, a door opened and closed.

      “Andrés wanted to come today,” she said. “I told him he had school.”

      Rafael waited.

      “He still has the headlamp. He keeps it on the table beside his bed. He says it’s for emergencies.” She adjusted the strap of her bag. “I’m not going to tell you it’s all right.”

      “I know.”

      “Don’t write to him.”

      “I won’t.”

      She turned to her lawyer, and they walked toward the elevators. She did not look back.

      Gabriel waited at the far end of the corridor until Rafael looked toward him. He was in work clothes, having arranged to come before his shift. Rafael had told him he did not have to. Gabriel had said he knew.

      “Did you eat?” Gabriel asked now.

      “You’ve been asking me that for ten months.”

      “You could answer.”

      “Not much.”

      They went downstairs to find something. Celia had not come. Her lawyer had made clear that Celia would give her own account when required, and Rafael had not asked for anything else.

      At a café near the courthouse, Gabriel ordered two sandwiches. Rafael watched him pay, then took out enough money for his own. Gabriel accepted it without making a ceremony of finding change.

      “My mother asked me to call,” Rafael said.

      “Do you want to?”

      “After we eat.”

      He turned the receipt over and wrote down the sentencing date Nadia had given him. When the server called their order, Gabriel brought the food back and moved his own drink away from the paper.

      That year, Tomás pleaded guilty to the false written response he had given the federal inquiry in 2018. He lost his career and received a sentence without prison. Gabriel told Rafael when it happened, then asked whether they could go for a walk. Rafael said yes. He did not ask Gabriel to decide whether the sentence was enough.
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      In February 2020, the judge imposed three years in prison, followed by supervised release.

      The cooperation had been considered. Rafael heard that in the courtroom and later read it in the account his mother sent him, where it had become the largest part of the story. She called the sentence too much. Patricia’s lawyer sent no opinion on it at all, only a request for confirmation of two payroll entries still disputed by the company administrators.

      Rafael answered the payroll questions before reporting to begin his sentence.

      He had made preparations that turned out to matter and others that did not. He arranged for mail to be opened. He wrote down phone numbers he had not memorized. He gave Gabriel a book he had borrowed and Gabriel handed it back, saying he had already bought another copy after assuming this one was lost.

      “You could have asked me,” Rafael said.

      “I did. Twice.”

      He remembered then. He put the book in the small pile he was leaving behind.

      Their first planned visit was in March. Gabriel changed two shifts to make it possible and booked a room near the institution. A few days before he was due, visits were suspended because of the new virus.

      At first they spoke as though the cancellation concerned that weekend. Then the hospital filled Gabriel’s days, and the restrictions where Rafael was held altered the hours in which he could call. They began leaving words for one another that were read when neither was available to answer.

      Gabriel sent information Rafael had already received, then information he had not. He told him to report symptoms, to ask about things, to keep a routine. Rafael could imagine the expression on his face as he wrote. He kept the messages and began answering only the last question in each.

      When they finally spoke, Gabriel sounded tired enough that Rafael did not mention it.

      “Are you eating?” Gabriel asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Sleeping?”

      “Yes.”

      “You don’t sound as though you want to talk.”

      Rafael looked at the wall beyond the telephone. Someone had scratched a small mark into the paint near the corner and then tried to cover it with a different color.

      “I wanted the visit.”

      “I know.”

      “You said you’d be here.”

      “They canceled it, Rafael.”

      “I understand who canceled it.”

      “Then what are you asking me to do?”

      He could hear another voice at Gabriel’s end. Someone needed him. Rafael pictured him turning away from the receiver, already preparing an answer for a person who could see him.

      “Nothing. You’ve sent me enough instructions.”

      Gabriel was silent long enough that Rafael could hear his breathing.

      “I wanted to come,” Gabriel said.

      “I know you’re busy.”

      “Rafael. I wanted to come.”

      A warning interrupted them. Rafael had known it was coming and still wanted to argue with the recorded voice.

      “I have to go.”

      “I heard it.”

      “I’ll call again.”

      “Please do.”

      Afterward Rafael wrote a letter that began with an apology and spent two pages explaining why Gabriel should have understood him. He read it the following morning and started again.

      I said I was all right because you sounded exhausted. Then I got angry that you believed me.

      He left that sentence where it was and asked about Gabriel’s work, about the people he could name and those whose stories Gabriel would not tell him. He asked whether Marisol had found a place for the workshop she wanted to run. At the end he wrote that he wanted another visit and knew Gabriel could not arrange when it would be permitted.

      Gabriel’s answer came more slowly than he hoped.

      I keep making a plan because I want to give you something. Some days I don’t have a plan that works here either.

      There was a page about a leaking sink, a paragraph about Nora’s dog, and a description of a meal he had eaten standing up. He had booked no new journey. He listed the days he was likely to be home for a call and asked Rafael to tell him which might work.

      Rafael read the list twice before answering.

      They missed each other again the following week. The call after that lasted long enough for Gabriel to describe Nora’s opinion of the landlord who had tried to ban a dog he had already accepted a deposit for. Rafael laughed too loudly and had to turn away from the man waiting behind him.

      The first visit after the restrictions lifted was in the spring of 2021.

      Rafael was brought into a room he had seen empty for months, with the tables pulled apart and tape on the floor where the chairs had to stay. A sheet of clear plastic stood across the middle of each table. The guard at the door read the rules aloud. No contact. Masks on except to drink. One hour.

      Gabriel was already there. His hair had grown over his collar. He stood when he saw Rafael, then sat again quickly, because the guard had looked up.

      “You cut your hair,” Gabriel said.

      “Somebody here does it on Thursdays.”

      “It’s very even.”

      “He has one setting.”

      Rafael had spent months deciding what to say first. Most of it concerned the letters. Now he could see Gabriel’s hands on the table, the scar at the base of one palm, a nail bitten short, and none of it seemed to need saying first.

      “How was the drive?”

      “Four hours. There was a truck on its side near the county line.” Gabriel stopped. “I’m not going to tell you about the truck.”

      “Tell me about the truck.”

      He did. It had been carrying melons. Half the northbound lanes were green and yellow for a mile, and a woman had pulled over to fill her trunk while a state trooper pretended not to see her.

      Later, when they had talked about Nora’s dog and Marisol’s workshop and a patient Gabriel could describe without describing, Gabriel leaned toward the plastic.

      “Are you sleeping? Because if you’re not, you should ask whether...”

      He stopped.

      “Whether what?” Rafael said.

      “I was going to tell you what to do.”

      “Tell me. Then I’ll decide.”

      Gabriel told him. It was a reasonable suggestion. Rafael said he would think about it and meant it, and Gabriel sat back without asking whether he would.

      When the guard called five minutes, Rafael laid his hand flat on the table near the plastic. Gabriel put his on the other side. The guard said, “Hands,” and they both took them back.

      “Next month?” Rafael asked.

      “If they let me. I’ll check before I leave.”

      “Check. And if they turn you away, call me anyway.”

      After that, they learned to check before Gabriel left home. Sometimes checking was not enough. They kept copies of the arrangements and complained to one another about the hours on the road. Rafael stopped saying it did not matter when Gabriel could not come.
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      He was released in the summer of 2022, after about thirty months in custody.

      Gabriel met him in a shirt Rafael had seen only in photographs. It looked different in person, less blue. For several seconds that was the fact he could manage.

      Then Gabriel put his arms around him.

      Rafael held on until someone behind them needed to pass. They moved aside together, apologized to the same person, and laughed because neither could seem to stop saying sorry.

      There were reporting arrangements to meet, instructions to read, a place to live that had been approved. Release did not mean he could go wherever he wanted. He checked the folder Nadia had prepared before they drove away.

      “Where first?” Gabriel asked.

      Rafael gave him the address.

      “I meant whether you wanted food.”

      “After.”

      “All right.”

      Gabriel drove. Rafael watched the road and then his hands on the wheel. The scar on one palm had paled. When they stopped at a light, Gabriel reached across and put that hand on Rafael’s knee.

      The first job Rafael found was at a flooring warehouse on the highway, loading orders for contractors. By the second week he was good at it. He knew which contractors would argue about a cracked box and which would load their own trucks to save ten minutes.

      On the eleventh day, a woman came to collect an order of tile for her kitchen. Rafael brought it out on a cart. She read his name on the pick slip, then looked at him.

      “Salazar,” she said.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Any relation?”

      He could have said it was a common name. It was. He had heard other men say that about themselves all his life, easily, and it had never once been true for him.

      “Yes,” he said.

      She signed for the tile and let him load it. At her car she stood back while he fitted the boxes into the trunk. She did not thank him. He had not expected her to.

      An hour later the manager asked him into the office. He was a heavy, tired man who kept a photograph of a fishing boat taped above his monitor. He did not sit.

      “We had a complaint.”

      “About my work?”

      “A customer called the owner.”

      “Was there a problem with the order?”

      The manager looked at the photograph of the boat.

      “That’s not the point,” he said.

      Rafael’s final check was already printed. He read the amount, folded it once, and asked whether he should finish the order he had been pulling.

      “Somebody else’ll do it.”

      His jacket was on the hook by the loading door. On the way out he passed his cart, half full, with a slip clipped to the handle in his own handwriting. He took the slip off. Then he clipped it back on and left.

      He found the next job through an ordinary application at a building-supply yard. The owner read the disclosure of his conviction and asked what hours his appointments would require. Rafael told him what he knew. Two days later, the owner offered him inventory work. Deliveries within the permitted area could follow once the driving and supervision arrangements were settled.

      He earned less in a week than he had once approved in a single phone call. The first winter, he bought the wrong gloves and wore them until a split at the seam made them useless. Gabriel offered to replace them. Rafael snapped that he could buy gloves, then had to call back during his break and apologize.

      “They were terrible gloves,” Gabriel said.

      “I shouldn’t have snapped at you.”

      “Your hands must have been freezing.”

      Rafael bought another pair on Saturday. He sent Gabriel a photograph and received a solemn assessment of their lack of aesthetic ambition.

      Some evenings he wanted to go straight from work to Gabriel’s apartment and found he wanted to be alone when he got there. Some mornings Gabriel was impatient with requests that had sounded reasonable the night before. They began putting actual dates on their plans, then changing them when they needed to.

      They did not move in together that year.
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      By September 2023, Rafael could recognize Nadia’s envelopes from the way her office printed his apartment number.

      He found the latest one beneath an electricity bill and the approval for his move. His supervision would continue in the new district, where his address and employment had been approved. The rented house cost more than his present room. Gabriel would pay a larger share. They had discussed the amount until Rafael could say it without apologizing.

      He opened Nadia’s envelope at the kitchen counter.

      The approved financial arrangements were folded behind her letter. His interests in the family companies had been surrendered through the proceedings; there was no apartment there he could borrow if the tenancy failed. He checked the new rent against the wages on his last two statements and put the figures with the deposit receipt.

      Mateo and Damián had been convicted in Mexico for Arturo Varela’s murder. The American cases would wait until those sentences were served, and there was still no trial date for Javier. The papers on Damián included the attack on Inés’s shop. Someone who had taken part had talked, and the records bore it out.

      Rafael read that page twice.

      Danner and Sloan had been convicted in their separate cases.

      The company administrators had finally paid Javier’s approved wages in 2021, after Patricia’s lawyer pursued the claim and corrected the deductions. Patricia wanted any further information sent through counsel.

      He kept the confirmation with the old calculation his mother had brought to lunch.

      At the bottom of Nadia’s letter was a brief message passed on with Inés’s permission. She had accepted an administered restitution payment arising from the family proceedings. Her shop had reopened elsewhere. She did not want the personal meeting Rafael had offered through counsel.

      He put that page with the others. The reply needed no explanation from him.

      Elena still visited Mateo. In August she had arranged for him to call.

      Rafael asked his probation officer first. The permission took three weeks and came with conditions: one call, fifteen minutes, recorded. He wrote them on the back of an envelope and kept it on the table while he waited.

      The phone rang at four minutes past the hour. A recorded voice in Spanish told him where the call came from and asked whether he would accept it.

      “Yes.”

      There was a pause full of other voices, a door, someone laughing a long way off.

      “Rafael.”

      “Hello, Papá.”

      “Your mother says you’re moving.”

      “Next month.”

      “A house?”

      “Rented. There’s a small yard. A tree we can’t identify.”

      “Pear, probably. Everybody plants pears and then complains about the wasps.”

      “Are you eating?” Mateo asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Your mother says you work in a warehouse.”

      “A building-supply yard.”

      “Counting other people’s lumber.”

      “Yes.”

      Rafael waited for the rest of it. His father breathed on the line. Somewhere behind him a man called out a number.

      “They say the Americans will want me when this is finished,” Mateo said. “For Javier.”

      “I know.”

      “I told you to come home that morning. You remember.”

      “Yes.”

      “Tell them that. I called my son home.”

      Rafael’s hand closed on the edge of the table.

      “I told them you called.”

      “Then tell them why.”

      “You didn’t say why.”

      The line was quiet long enough that he thought it had been cut.

      “You know why.”

      “Yes,” Rafael said. “I know why.”

      His father did not answer. The recorded voice said one minute remained.

      “The doctor,” Mateo said. “You’re still with him.”

      “We’re moving together.”

      Mateo made a sound Rafael could not interpret. It might have been the line.

      “When you were small, you wouldn’t jump unless I stood where you could see me.”

      “I remember.”

      “I always caught you.”

      Across the street, a boy was wheeling a bicycle with a flat tire, taking both the bicycle and himself very seriously.

      “I know,” Rafael said.

      The recorded voice said the call was ending. His father said his name once more. Then the line filled with other people’s noise, and then with nothing.

      Rafael turned over the envelope and wrote down the time.

      Isabel’s letters were harder to answer. Her arm had never recovered its full movement. She described physical therapy in the same tone she once used for late payments, as a task somebody should have made easier. Her cooperation had been considered in her financial case. It had not disposed of the Texas proceedings over what she did to Celia.

      Rafael had read the filed account. It included the gunshot and the unsigned statement she brought to the apartment. He had not written to thank her for accepting it.

      At lunch he called Gabriel to confirm Saturday. Gabriel had already collected the keys to the house. His new hospital had changed the orientation time twice, but he would be there when Rafael arrived.

      “I can wait if you’re late,” Rafael said.

      “I’ll call if anything changes.”

      “How’s the place?”

      “Empty.”

      “We can fix that.”

      Gabriel laughed. He had seen how much Rafael intended to bring.

      On his way back to work, Rafael passed the old alterations shop. Someone sold mobile-phone accessories there now. Next door, the pharmacy had different opening hours. Esteban worked some mornings and used a cane on the days his leg troubled him. He had spent months trying to recover income the insurance payment had not replaced.

      Rafael did not stop. He had stopped the previous week to buy packing tape, and Esteban had found the wide roll he needed without asking him about his father.

      At the yard, a delivery had arrived early. Rafael counted the boxes before signing, then worked through the discrepancy with the driver. They found the missing items on a second sheet neither had read.

      He finished at six. The cartons he had packed during his lunch break waited beside the staff-room door. He lifted the first, felt the weight shift against its taped bottom, and carried it out to the car.
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          THE DOOR THEY OPEN

        

      

    

    
      Gabriel woke to the sound of Rafael opening boxes in the wrong order.

      He knew it was the wrong order because the first thing Rafael brought into the bedroom was a book. Gabriel had put the kitchen things nearest the front of the car, with the towels beside them and the bags of clothes clearly marked. The books could have waited.

      “Listen to this,” Rafael said.

      Gabriel opened one eye.

      “Does it tell us where the coffee is?”

      “You wrote your name in it.”

      “Then it may be mine.”

      “And a date. You were optimistic.”

      He held up the book Gabriel had begun in 2011. The receipt was still between the pages, though somebody had moved it farther into the book. Gabriel suspected himself and did not remember doing it.

      “I brought that in yesterday,” he said.

      “I know. It was on top.”

      Rafael sat on the edge of the bed. Morning light fell across his bare shoulder. He had put on trousers and no shirt, and Gabriel considered revising the order in which they did several things.

      “What time is it?”

      “Eight.”

      “You could have stayed here.”

      “I was hungry.”

      “Did you find anything?”

      “Your plan. It’s on the refrigerator.”

      Gabriel sat up.

      “It’s a list.”

      “It has times.”

      “For the delivery.”

      “And lunch.”

      “The delivery is around lunch.”

      Rafael put the book on the floor beside the bed and kissed him. Gabriel reached for his waist. They had slept badly in the unfamiliar room, waking when a pipe moved in the wall and again when someone outside started a truck. Now Rafael was warm beneath his hands and making no attempt to stand.

      “What about breakfast?” Gabriel asked.

      “I couldn’t find it.”

      “Then we have time.”

      Rafael laughed against his mouth and pushed him gently back onto the pillow.
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      At ten, they found the coffee behind the cleaning supplies.

      “I put it there so it wouldn’t spill on the food,” Gabriel said.

      Rafael looked at the unopened packet.

      “It could have split.”

      “A serious risk.”

      The kitchen had a small window above the sink, looking onto a fence and a tree neither of them could identify. There was space for two people if one was prepared to move when the other needed a drawer. Gabriel had already chosen the drawers. Rafael had moved the cutlery once.

      Gabriel took the list off the refrigerator, copied the delivery time onto the back, and put it up again.

      They drank coffee standing at opposite ends of the counter until Rafael came over to look through the window.

      “I think it’s a pear,” he said.

      “The tree?”

      “Unless it has another use.”

      “Ask the landlord.”

      “I might wait and see what comes out.”

      Gabriel put a hand at the small of his back. Rafael leaned against him while a bird moved along the top of the fence, stopping at each post.

      They ate toast from a pan because the toaster had not arrived. Gabriel thought they should buy a new one. Rafael said there was nothing wrong with the one in the remaining boxes.

      “It burns one side.”

      “You turn the bread.”

      “That isn’t a feature.”

      “We’ve just paid a deposit.”

      “I can buy a toaster.”

      Rafael moved away from the window.

      Gabriel set down his mug.

      “I can,” he said. “We know that.”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s a toaster, Rafael. I’m tired of worrying about every little thing I offer you.”

      “I want a say in what we buy, even when you’re paying.”

      Gabriel looked at the two pieces of toast cooling in the pan. One was burned along an edge. That had been his doing.

      “What would you like to do?”

      “Use the one we have for a month. If it’s unbearable, we buy another.”

      “Out of the household money?”

      “Yes.”

      They had agreed how much each would put in. Gabriel earned more, and Rafael had payments that would continue long after the move. The numbers were written down. Gabriel had disliked how much care they needed until he remembered how easily he could agree to them.

      “A month,” he said.

      Rafael took the toast out of the pan. He scraped the burned edge over the sink, then gave Gabriel the larger piece.
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      They went to the store for food and came back with food, a lightbulb, and a bowl Gabriel had not intended to buy.

      It was green, with an uneven rim and enough weight that he had asked whether Rafael meant to carry it through the whole shop. Rafael said yes. He held it against his chest while Gabriel chose apples.

      “It won’t stack,” Gabriel said.

      “We’ve had this conversation.”

      “About a different bowl.”

      “With the same objection.”

      Gabriel examined the price. It cost less than the toaster he had wanted. Rafael watched him make that calculation and began to smile.

      “Don’t.”

      “I haven’t said anything.”

      “Your face has.”

      At the checkout Rafael paid for it separately. In the car he unwrapped one side of the paper to look again, then wrapped it carefully before putting it by his feet.

      Gabriel drove through streets he had used for three weeks and still did not always recognize. The new hospital was twelve minutes from the house when the traffic cooperated. Rafael’s job at another supply yard would take longer to reach. They had chosen the house after calculating both journeys, then gone back to see it because Rafael liked the tree outside the kitchen.

      At a light, Gabriel glanced over. Rafael was reading a message.

      “Everything all right?”

      “My mother sent a photograph.”

      He held out the screen while the light was still red. Elena stood in her old library, younger than Gabriel remembered her, with Rafael at about nine beside the table. The boy held a book open and looked impatient to turn the page. At the edge of the picture, Mateo’s sleeve and hand were visible without his face.

      “Who took it?” Gabriel asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “You look like you.”

      “A useful family resemblance.”

      The car behind them sounded its horn. Gabriel looked up and drove on.

      “Are you keeping it?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      Rafael saved the photograph. A second message arrived while he was doing it. He read it and put the phone in his pocket.

      Gabriel did not ask until they reached the house and Rafael remained in the passenger seat.

      “Isabel,” Rafael said. “She wants to know if we moved.”

      “Does she have the address?”

      “The mailing address I gave her.”

      “Are you answering?”

      “Later.”

      He picked up the bowl and got out.

      The delivery arrived just after they carried the groceries inside. A man brought the last boxes up the path and asked where to leave them. Gabriel showed him the clear place beside the front window, then signed for the number received. Rafael checked the labels while the man fetched the final carton.

      “All here?” Gabriel asked.

      “Yes.”

      They closed the door and looked at the room. It contained more than it had when they left and offered less space to walk.

      “We could open a few,” Rafael said.

      “I wouldn’t want to dictate the order.”

      Rafael kissed his cheek as he passed.

      “Try to survive it.”
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      Marisol called while Gabriel was putting books on a shelf.

      She wanted to know whether a flyer looked better with the date above or below the photograph. The photograph showed people around a table at the last parent workshop. One of them had moved just as it was taken and appeared to be trying to leave the room faster than anyone else.

      “Do you have another photograph?” Gabriel asked.

      “Nora asked that.”

      “What did you tell her?”

      “That I’d sent the one I have.”

      He enlarged it. His mother stood at the end of the table, reaching to give someone a sheet of paper. She wore a blue blouse he had not seen before.

      “Below,” he said. “People will look at the faces first.”

      “Good. That’s what I thought.”

      “Then why did you ask us?”

      “I wanted to know if you agreed.”

      Rafael passed behind him with an armful of towels. Gabriel turned so his mother could hear him call hello. She asked whether they had eaten. Gabriel said they were about to.

      “That means no.”

      “We had breakfast.”

      “It’s nearly three.”

      He checked the time. It was.

      Marisol had to go. Someone had come to help her set up, and she could be heard asking him to put the leaflets at the entrance. Gabriel said goodbye before she had to ask him twice.

      There was also a message from his father, sent the previous evening. Tomás wanted to know whether a call on Wednesday would be convenient. Gabriel checked his shifts and answered that Thursday would be better. He had been calling about twice a month. Some conversations lasted twenty minutes. Others ended after the weather and a question Gabriel would not answer.

      He put the phone on the shelf and went to find Rafael.

      Lunch was bread, cheese, tomatoes, and fruit because they had unpacked enough to prepare it. They sat at the kitchen table with the window open. Rafael put the apples in the green bowl, took one out, then rearranged the rest until he was satisfied.

      “I thought it was for looking at,” Gabriel said.

      “It can have more than one talent.”

      “We should test the others gradually.”

      Rafael bit into the apple. Juice ran over his thumb. Gabriel handed him a napkin and took a slice of bread from the bag between them.

      They talked about Rafael’s new supervisor, who had spent most of the interview explaining the system the previous employee refused to use. Gabriel described the hospital corridor he had mistaken for a shortcut twice in the same morning. The second time, a porter had followed him to see where he was trying to go.

      “Did he find out?” Rafael asked.

      “He took me there.”

      “You should thank him.”

      “I did.”

      “With a diagram.”

      Gabriel threw the folded napkin at him. Rafael caught it against his chest and left it there while he finished the apple.

      After lunch they washed the few things they had used and went back to the boxes. Gabriel opened one labeled kitchen and found shoes. Rafael said the box had been labeled before the kitchen lost its claim to it.

      By four, there was room to walk from the front door to the hall without turning sideways.
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      The ache in Gabriel’s palm began while he was tightening a shelf bracket.

      He put down the screwdriver and flexed his fingers. Most days he did not think about the injury until something required the same grip for too long. He had returned to clinical work after the wound healed and his movement had been assessed. The scar was less conspicuous than the small pale line on his wrist from a kitchen burn years before.

      “Want me to finish?” Rafael asked.

      “In a minute.”

      Rafael waited, holding the shelf steady.

      Gabriel flexed his hand again.

      “Actually, yes.”

      They changed places. Rafael tightened the last screw, tested the bracket, and began to put the tools away.

      They went outside for a while. The yard was narrow, with a patch where the previous tenant had tried to grow something and left the markers behind. Rafael crouched to read one. The name had faded.

      “We could ask what survives here,” Gabriel said.

      “We could try something and find out.”

      “You’re going to do that with the tree too.”

      “It’s a patient method.”

      Gabriel sat on the back step. Rafael joined him, close enough that their knees touched.

      They discussed a visit to Las Piedras later in the year. Gabriel wanted to see Esteban and his mother. Rafael needed to check the travel arrangements under his supervision before fixing dates. He had the new officer’s number and an appointment the following week.

      “I’ll ask then,” he said.

      “I’ll check my December shifts.”

      “We don’t have to do every visit together.”

      “I know.”

      Rafael leaned back against the doorframe.

      “I’d like to come.”

      “Then we’ll see what works.”

      Gabriel reached for his hand. Rafael turned it so their palms met, then kissed the place below his thumb.

      “Does that hurt?”

      “No.”

      “Good.”

      He kept holding it. Somewhere beyond the fence, a child was being called inside and supplying reasons to remain where he was.

      “I love you,” Gabriel said.

      Rafael looked at him, then leaned over and kissed him.

      “I love you too.”

      They stayed outside until the mosquitoes found them. Rafael slapped one on his ankle and left a mark that he complained about all the way to the bathroom.

      For dinner they reheated what they had brought from the old apartment and ate it with the rest of the bread. Gabriel found a small cake in the grocery bag where Rafael had hidden it beneath the apples. The label described it simply as chocolate.

      “No exploration?” Gabriel asked.

      “We can provide our own.”

      It was good enough that neither had much to say until they finished. Gabriel cut another thin piece and gave half to Rafael, who was still claiming he wanted no more.

      Later Rafael answered Isabel. Gabriel saw him type, pause, and delete something before sending a shorter message. Then he plugged the phone in by the hall and came back carrying two glasses of water.

      The living room held an empty book carton, the lamp that had survived both moves, and Rafael’s secondhand chair, still near the doorway where they had set it the previous afternoon. He had bought it from a neighbor after his release. Its fabric had worn smooth along one arm.

      Gabriel took hold of the back to move it out of the way. Then he stopped.

      “Where do you want it?”

      Rafael looked around the room.

      “By the window. There.”

      They moved it together. Rafael sat and set his glass on the sill.

      “Sit with me,” he said.

      Gabriel sat on the broad arm, and Rafael moved over to make room for him.

    

  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/image-0e578ad9-adae-4eab-af2d-9d77da373640.jpg
tHe QOTHER SIDE
OF THE I{IVER

tag
St ||

..
|!|'
2

= %

LUCA FERRARO






OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


    


  






OEBPS/images/wolf-publishing-logo.jpg





