THE BOY IN PANEL SEVEN

a novella

N. Van Seters & Claude.ai



PART I — THE KINDNESS

Chapter 1

The Bench

The bags split on the curb, not the sidewalk, which meant most of it rolled into the gutter before
anyone could react.

Mrs. Hartwell stood very still for a moment, the way people do when something has gone wrong and
they're deciding whether to be angry about it or simply tired. She was eighty-one years old and had
been carrying two bags of groceries four blocks from the market to Ravenswood, a walk she made
every Tuesday because the home's van only ran on Thursdays and she did not care for the Thursday
selection.

A can of soup rolled to a stop against the boy's shoe.

He picked it up before he'd decided to. Then a second can. Then an apple, which had gone under a
parked car, and he had to get down on one knee on the wet pavement to reach it.

Nobody else had stopped. Two women in matching scarves had stepped neatly around the spill
without breaking conversation. A man on a bicycle had swerved, glanced back once, kept going.

The boy gathered what he could into the one bag that hadn't torn, and held it out.



Mrs. Hartwell looked at him for what felt, to him, like a long time. He was perhaps eleven, though it
was hard to be sure — he had the kind of thinness that made ages difficult to read, and a coat that
had belonged to someone larger before it belonged to him.

“Thank you,” she said, and took the bag.

That was all. He nodded, the way you nod when a transaction is complete, and turned to go.
“Wait,” she said.

He stopped, but didn't turn back fully — just enough to indicate he'd heard.

She was looking at him in a different way now. Not at his face. At the rest of him — the coat, the shoes
that were a size too big and laced with what looked like garden twine, the particular stillness of
someone who has learned not to take up more space than necessary.

“You're not from the home,” she said. [t wasn't a question, but it wasn't quite a statement either.
“No,” he said.

“Do you live near here?”

He didn't answer that.

Mrs. Hartwell adjusted her grip on the one surviving bag. Her knuckles were swollen in the way that
made everything take longer than it used to, and she was aware, in a distant way, that she should
probably sit down soon — the bench at the corner, where she usually rested before the last stretch
to Ravenswood.

“Well,” she said. “Thank you for the apple.”

He nodded again and walked off, not quickly, but in the manner of someone with somewhere to be
that wasn't really anywhere.

Mrs. Hartwell watched him go for a moment longer than she meant to. Then she picked up the torn
bag — empty now, useless — and carried it to the corner, where she sat on the bench with her one
good bag of groceries and waited for her breathing to settle.

She noticed, without quite deciding to notice it, that the boy had crossed the street and was now
sitting on the low wall outside the shuttered bakery, in the sun, doing nothing in particular. Just
sitting. The way people sit when sitting is the activity, not a pause between activities.

She thought: he looked thin.
Then she thought: that's not my business.

Then she sat for a while longer, because her knees required it, and when she finally stood to continue
toward Ravenswood, she found she was still thinking about it anyway.



Chapter 2

Soup

The diner on the corner of Ash and Renfrew did a lunch special on weekdays — soup, a roll, and
coffee, for a price that had not changed, as far as Mrs. Hartwell could tell, in at least a decade. She ate
there sometimes, on the Tuesdays when the walk to the market left her without the energy to face
the home's dining hall, with its assigned seating and its determined cheerfulness.

She saw the boy through the window before she went in. He was sitting on the same low wall, two
blocks down now, in the same position as before — knees drawn up, arms around them, watching
the street with the unhurried attention of someone for whom the street was, at present, the only
entertainment available.

She went in, ordered the soup, and then, before she could think too hard about it, ordered a second
one.

“To go,” she told the woman behind the counter. “The other one. In a cup, with a lid.”

She carried it out herself, which took some maneuvering with her cane, and crossed to where the boy
sat.

He saw her coming and went very still — not the stillness of someone uninterested, but the stillness
of someone calculating distances and exits.

“I bought too much,” Mrs. Hartwell said, which was not true, and which they both seemed to
understand was not true. She held out the cup. “It'll go cold.”

He looked at the cup. Then at her. Then at the cup again.
“I don't have any money,” he said.

“I didn't ask if you had money.”

“I'm not going to do anything for it.”

“I didn't ask you to do anything.”

This seemed to confuse him more than either of the previous exchanges had. He looked at the cup
with the particular suspicion of someone examining an object for a hidden mechanism — a string, a
hook, something that would, at the crucial moment, turn out to have a cost after all.

“Why?” he said.

Mrs. Hartwell considered this. It was, she had to admit, a fair question, and she found she didn't have
a tidy answer for it. The truth was something like: because you helped me with the groceries, and
because you've been sitting on that wall for half an hour, and because it's chicken and rice and it's
getting cold in my hand and my arm is starting to ache from holding it out.



“Because it's soup,” she said, “and I bought too much, and you're sitting there, and it would be strange
for me to carry it back to the home and put it in a refrigerator that's already full of things nobody
eats.”

This seemed to land somewhere closer to acceptable. He took the cup — carefully, the way you take
something you still suspect might be a trick, even after you've decided to risk it — and held it without
opening it.

“You don't have to eat it now,” she said. “Or at all. I just thought you might want it.”

She turned to go. She had said what she'd come to say, and her arm did, genuinely, ache, and the
bench at the corner was calling to her with some urgency.

Behind her, she heard the lid come off the cup.

She didn't look back. But she walked a little more slowly than she needed to, on the way to the bench,
in case there was anything else to notice.

There wasn't. By the time she sat down and looked back across the street, the boy was simply eating
soup, in the sun, the way anyone might eat soup in the sun, and the moment had already folded itself
into the ordinary texture of the afternoon, as if it had always been there.

Chapter 3

Thursday

[t was not, in fact, a Thursday — Mrs. Hartwell would think about this later, the way you think about
small inaccuracies in things that have become important, and she would never quite work out why
the chapter of her memory had filed itself under that heading. Possibly because Thursday was the
day the home's van ran, and so Thursday had become, in her mind, a day associated with things
arriving that didn't usually arrive.

What actually happened was this: nine days after the soup, on an unremarkable Tuesday, she was
struggling with a box of donated books — the home was always being given boxes of books, mostly
large-print mysteries and decades-old encyclopedias, and someone needed to carry them from the
curb to the activity room, and the someone, this week, appeared to be her, because the usual someone
was on holiday and nobody else had noticed the box yet.

The box was too heavy. She had gotten it as far as the front steps and was now standing over it,
breathing harder than she liked, calculating whether it was worth going inside to find help or whether
she should simply unpack it where it sat and carry the books in armfuls.



“Do you want me to take that?”

She looked up. It was the boy — older-seeming somehow, though it had only been just over a week,
or perhaps it was simply that she was seeing him in better light, on a clearer day.

“It's heavy,” she said, which was not an answer, but he seemed to take it as one. He picked up the box
— with some effort, she noted, it was heavy for him too — and waited for her to indicate where it
should go.

“Through there,” she said. “The room with the long tables.”

He carried it in. She followed, more slowly, and by the time she reached the activity room he had
already set the box down in the corner where the other donation boxes lived, and was standing near
the door in the way he stood — present, but minimally so, as though prepared to become absent at
very short notice.

“Thank you,” she said.
“It's fine.”

She studied him for a moment. He was wearing the same coat. His hair had been cut, recently and
badly, in the way that suggested either a very cheap barber or someone with scissors and limited
patience.

“Do you live near here?” she asked again — the same question from the first day, and she saw him
register that it was the same question, and she saw him decide, this time, to answer it.

“Around,” he said.
“Around where?”

He shrugged — not dismissively, but in the manner of someone for whom the question genuinely
didn't have a more specific answer. Around. Here and there. Wherever.

“Do you have somewhere to be tonight?” she asked, and immediately wished she'd phrased it
differently, because she watched the question land on him like a held breath, watched him
recalculate, watched the careful blankness come down over his face like a shutter.

“I'm fine,” he said.
“I didn't say you weren't.”

“I have to go,” he said, which wasn't true — she could see that it wasn't true, in the way he said it, in
the absence of any actual place he was going to — but she let it stand, because she understood,
suddenly and with some force, that she had gotten too close to something, and that the boy's entire
strategy, whatever it was, depended on nobody getting too close to it.

“Alright,” she said. “Thank you for the box.”

He left. Not quickly — he never seemed to do anything quickly — but with the air of someone putting
distance between himself and a conversation that had gone somewhere he hadn't approved.



Mrs. Hartwell stood in the activity room for a while, next to the box of donated mysteries, thinking
about the word around, and about how a person could live somewhere that had no name, and about
how she had lived at Ravenswood for six years now and had a name for everything — her room, the
dining hall, the activity room, the bench at the corner — and had never once, in those six years,
thought of any of it as around.

She thought: that's not my business.

She thought it less convincingly than she had the first time.

Chapter 4

The Last Kindness

The next time was three days later, and it was the boy who approached her.

She was on the bench at the corner — her bench, though of course it belonged to no one — resting
before the last stretch to Ravenswood, when he sat down at the other end of it. Not close. Just on the
bench, the way you'd sit on a bench that happened to be there.

“You forgot this,” he said, and held out a glove.

She took it, turned it over. It was hers — she recognized the darning at the thumb, her own work,
done years ago when her eyes were better for that kind of thing. She hadn't even noticed it was
missing.

“Where did you find this?”
“By the steps. Where the box was.”
“That was three days ago.”

He shrugged. The same shrug as before — not dismissive, just an acknowledgment that time had
passed and the glove had existed throughout it and here it now was.

“You could have keptit,” she said. “Or sold it, or—" she stopped, because she heard how that sounded,
and because his face had done something small and quick that she couldn't quite read.

“It's just a glove,” he said.
“It's a good glove.”

“I know. That's why I brought it back.”



They sat for a moment. Down the street, a delivery truck was reversing, beeping in the patient,
repetitive way delivery trucks do. Mrs. Hartwell put the glove in her coat pocket.

“I'm having tea later,” she said. “At the home. They do it at four. There's usually too much of
everything — biscuits, sandwiches, that sort of thing. Nobody would notice if there was one more
person.”

She kept her eyes on the delivery truck while she said this, because she had learned, over the past
two weeks, that looking directly at him while offering anything tended to end the conversation.

There was a long pause.
“I have to go,” he said.
“Alright.”

He stood up. He still had the same coat, she noticed — but it had been recently, if imperfectly, mended
at one elbow, a clumsy line of stitches in thread that didn't quite match.

“Thank you for the glove,” she said.

He nodded — that same nod, the one that meant a transaction was complete — and walked off down
the street, the way he always walked, unhurried, going nowhere in particular, or somewhere he didn't
have a name for.

Mrs. Hartwell sat on the bench a while longer than she needed to.

She thought, with the mild irritation of someone noticing they've become invested in something
against their better judgment, that she would probably see him again. And that next time, she would
ask about the tea again. And the time after that, if there was a time after that.

She did not think, sitting there with the darned glove warm in her pocket, that this had been the last
time.

There was no reason she should have thought that. It was an ordinary Friday. The delivery truck
finished reversing. Somewhere, a door closed.

She got up, eventually, and walked the last stretch to Ravenswood, and did not think about the boy
again until the following Tuesday, when she went to the market and found herself, without quite
deciding to, buying two cans of soup instead of one.

Chapter 5

Chess



[t was Mrs. Hartwell's idea, the kind of idea that arrived sideways, the way most of her ideas seemed
to.

She'd mentioned, on the bench, almost as an afterthought, that the home had a chess set nobody used
— donated years ago, the pieces slightly mismatched, two pawns replaced at some point with buttons
painted white and black. “Mr. Okonkwo used to play,” she said. “Before his hands got bad. It sits in
the activity room gathering dust. Seems a waste.”

She hadn't asked him to come play it. She'd simply mentioned it, the way she mentioned things, and
left it there.

He came anyway, two days later — not because of the chess set, particularly, but because it was
raining, and the wall outside the bakery was wet, and the activity room had a roof and, he'd noticed,
nobody minded much who came in out of the weather.

Mrs. Hartwell was there, at a table by the window, with the chess set already out.
“I don't know how to play,” he said.

“Neither do [, really. Not properly. I know how the pieces move. I don't know what you're meant to
do with that information.”

This turned out to be true. They spent the better part of an hour moving pieces according to rules
Mrs. Hartwell half-remembered and the boy picked up as they went, and neither of them won, exactly,
because neither of them had a clear idea of what winning would look like. At one point Mrs. Hartwell
captured her own knight by mistake, and they argued, mildly, about whether that was allowed, and
decided it probably wasn't, but left it where it was anyway because moving it back seemed like more
trouble than it was worth.

Mrs. Patel came by at some point, watched for a few minutes with the expression of someone
watching two people play a game neither of them understood, and tactfully did not offer to teach
them properly.

“You're notvery good at this,” the boy said, after Mrs. Hartwell moved her queen somewhere it plainly
should not have gone.

“Neither are you.”
“I'm new.”
“I've had eighty-one years and I'm still terrible. What's your excuse going to be in eighty-one years?”

He didn't have one. He found, to his own surprise, that he was smiling — not the careful almost-smile
he sometimes allowed, but something looser, something that arrived before he'd decided whether it
was safe.

The rain kept on outside. Somewhere in the building, a clock chimed the hour, and neither of them
moved to leave.

“This one's yours,” Mrs. Hartwell said, eventually, nudging a black pawn — the one made from a
button — to his side of the board. “You keep losing it under the table. Might as well make it official.”



“I don't need a chess piece.”

“Nobody needs a chess piece. That's not really what owning things is for.” She said this lightly, not
making anything of it, and went back to studying the board, frowning at it as though it might, if she
looked hard enough, finally make sense.

He put the button-pawn in his coat pocket. He didn't say anything about it, and neither did she.

They played until the light outside went grey and then greyer, and the activity room emptied around
them, and at some point — neither of them could have said exactly when — it had stopped being a
way to get out of the rain, and had simply become the afternoon.

“Same time Thursday?” Mrs. Hartwell asked, as he was leaving.

“Maybe,” he said, which was the closest he'd ever come, with her, to yes.

Chapter 6

The Hit and Run

The notice was three sentences long, on page eleven, beneath an advertisement for a furniture sale.

A juvenile male, age believed to be between ten and twelve, struck by a vehicle on the corner of Ash
and Renfrew on Friday evening. The driver did not stop. The boy was pronounced dead at the scene.
Anyone with information was asked to contact the number provided.

He had no name, in the article. Witness descriptions were vague — a boy, a coat, seen around the
area. The police were appealing for anyone who might recognize him, or know who he was, or
whether anyone was missing him.

[t ran once. There was no follow-up.

The street corner, the next morning, looked exactly as it always had. The bench was empty. The low
wall outside the shuttered bakery was empty too. A delivery truck reversed, beeping, in the patient
way delivery trucks do, and nobody who walked past in either direction had any reason to notice that
anything, here, had changed.
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PART II — THE PURCHASE

Chapter 7

The Notice

Mrs. Hartwell did not see the article when it ran.

She found it nine days later, by accident, the way important things are sometimes found — looking
for something else entirely. One of the aides, a young woman named Priya, had been using old
newspapers to line the bottom of the craft cupboard, and a sheet had come loose and drifted under a
table, and Mrs. Hartwell, retrieving it because it was in the way of her chair, had glanced at it before
folding it for the recycling.

A juvenile male, age believed to be between ten and twelve.

She read it twice. Then she read it a third time, more slowly, as if the words might rearrange
themselves into something less specific.

Struck by a vehicle on the corner of Ash and Renfrew.

She knew the corner. She had been sitting on the bench at that corner, most likely, at almost exactly
that hour — Friday evening, the time she usually started back from her tea. She tried to remember if
she'd heard anything. A sound, a commotion. She couldn't.

The driver did not stop.
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She sat with the paper in her lap for a long time. Priya came back for it eventually, apologizing,
assuming Mrs. Hartwell wanted it for something, and Mrs. Hartwell let it go without quite registering
the exchange.

That evening, at dinner, she asked the table — casually, she thought, though it came out less casually
than she intended — whether anyone had heard about a boy being killed on Ash and Renfrew.

Nobody had. Mr. Okonkwo, two seats down, said he thought he might have seen something about it,
vaguely, the way you see things in a paper you're mostly using to find the television listings. Mrs.
Patel said wasn't that always happening, somewhere or other, these days. The conversation moved
on to the dessert, which was a bread pudding that several people felt was drier than last week's.

Mrs. Hartwell did not finish her dinner.

She went back to her room and sat by the window, which faced away from Ash and Renfrew but
which she found herself looking out of anyway, as if the street might be visible if she looked hard
enough, or as if something about the direction mattered.

She thought about the glove. About the soup, going cold in his hands while he decided whether to
trust it. About a coat mended at the elbow in thread that didn't match. About around, and about how
a person could exist, entirely, inside a word that small.

She thought: I don't even know his name.

This thought arrived with a kind of violence she hadn't expected. She had known him — if known
was the word — for two and a half weeks. Four meetings. A box of books, a glove, a cup of soup. And
in all of that, she had never asked, and he had never offered, and now there was no one left to ask,
and the not-knowing had become permanent in a way it had never been before, because before, it
had simply been a gap that might, someday, get filled.

Now it wouldn't.

She sat by the window until it was fully dark, and the lights came on automatically in the courtyard
below, the way they did every night at the same hour, on a timer, regardless of who was there to see
them.

Chapter 8

Continuance

[t was Priya, in the end, who mentioned the word.
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Not about the boy — about something else entirely, a resident two floors up whose family had been
arguing for weeks, audibly, in the visitors' lounge, about what to do “given the circumstances.” Mrs.
Hartwell had gathered, from the fragments that carried down the hall, that the resident in question
— a Mr. Davies, whom she barely knew — had died, and that the family was now disputing something
about his arrangements.

“It's the continuance thing,” Priya said, when Mrs. Hartwell asked, with the slightly weary tone of
someone who had explained this before and expected to explain it again. “His daughter wants it. His
son thinks it's a waste of money. They've been at it for days.”

“What is it, exactly?”

Priya looked faintly surprised that anyone needed to ask — most of Ravenswood's residents had, by
virtue of age, encountered the concept many times over, at other people's funerals, in other people's
family disputes.

“It's a — placement. After. You sponsor someone into a continuance facility. It's like—" she searched
for a comparison. “It's like a very long-term care arrangement, except the person isn't really here
anymore, not in the way you'd think. It's complicated. And it's expensive. Properly expensive — most
families can't, even if they want to. Mr. Davies's daughter says he always wanted it, and the son says
he never said any such thing, and round and round it goes.”

“Expensive how?”

Priya named a figure. Mrs. Hartwell did not react visibly, but something in her went very still, the
particular stillness of a person doing arithmetic they don't want to be doing.

“Why would someone do it for a stranger?” she asked.

Priya laughed, not unkindly. “Nobody does it for a stranger. It's family stuff. Sentiment, mostly —
people feel like they owe somebody something, or they're trying to make up for something, and this
is the biggest gesture available.” She shrugged. “I've never heard of it being for someone who wasn't
already — you know. Someone's father, or husband, or whatever.”

“But it's possible.”

“I suppose. I don't see why not, technically. The application doesn't ask about the relationship, as far
as [ know — just whether you can pay, and whether the person qualifies.” Priya gave her a curious
look. “Why? You're not thinking of sponsoring Mr. Davies, are you? Because I really wouldn't get
involved in that family's business if [ were—"

“No,” Mrs. Hartwell said. “Not Mr. Davies.”

She went back to her room and sat at the small desk by the window — the same desk where she
wrote letters to her son twice a year, letters that mostly went unanswered, or answered eventually,
briefly, by his wife — and she opened the drawer where she kept the folder that contained, in no
particular order, the documents that constituted what remained of her life's accounting. Bank
statements. The deed to a house that had sold itself, in increments, into the fees that kept her here. A
life insurance policy, paid up, naming her son as beneficiary, a fact she had not thought about in years
and now found herself thinking about with unusual clarity.
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She did not do anything with the folder that night. She simply sat with it, the way you sit with an idea
before you've decided whether it's a good one or simply the only one you have.

Chapter 9
Family Objections

She called her son on a Tuesday, which was unusual — their calls were typically Sunday, brief, and
initiated by him out of duty rather than by her out of desire. He sounded surprised to hear from her,
and then, as she explained, increasingly something else.

“You want to do what?”

“It's called continuance sponsorship. For a—" she paused. “For someone | knew. A young person. He
died, recently, and there's no one to—"

“Mom. Who is this person?”

“His name—" she stopped again. “I don't know his name.”

There was a silence on the line of the kind that travels a long way before it arrives.
“You don't know his name.”

“No.”

“Mom, is this — are you alright? Has something happened? Have you been feeling—"
“I'm perfectly well, David.”

“Because this sounds like — I don't know what this sounds like. You want to spend — do you have
any idea what that costs? That's not — Mom, that's most of what's left. That's everything that's
supposed to be—"

“I'm aware of what it costs.”
“For someone whose name you don't know?”

She didn't answer that, because there wasn't an answer that would satisfy the question as he'd asked
it, and she suspected, even as he asked it, that he knew this — that the question wasn't really a
question, but a wall, erected quickly, to keep something else from getting through.
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“I'd like you to think about it before you do anything,” he said, more gently now, the gentleness of
someone who has decided the conversation requires a different strategy. “Talk to someone. The home
has people you can talk to, don't they — about decisions like this? Big decisions?”

“I have thought about it.”
“For how long?”

“Long enough.”

Another silence.

“This is about that money, isn't it. The — what's left. You know that's for you. For your care, if you
need more later, or — Mom, [ don't want to be blunt about this, but that money exists so you're looked
after. Not for—" he stopped himself, and she heard, in the stopping, the word he hadn't said. Not for
strangers.

“I know what it's for,” she said. “I'm using it for what I want it for.”

“That's not—" He exhaled, the particular exhale of a man trying very hard not to raise his voice to his
elderly mother over the telephone. “Can we talk about this when [ visit? I'm coming up in a few weeks
anyway, we could—"

“There's nothing to discuss, David. I've made the appointment. I'm going on Thursday.”

“You've already—" He laughed, but it wasn't a laugh of amusement. “Of course you have. Of course
you've already made the appointment. Why would you call me before, instead of—"

“I called you because you're my son, and I thought you should know.”
“Right. Well. Now [ know.”

The call ended shortly after that, in the careful, clipped way calls end when both people have more to
say and have decided, separately, not to say it.

Mrs. Hartwell sat for a while afterward with the phone in her lap. Then she opened the folder again,
and took out a pen, and began, in her small, careful handwriting, to fill in the parts of the form she
could fill in without the appointment — which was most of it, as it turned out. The form did not ask
for a name.

It asked for a description.

She wrote: A boy. Eleven, perhaps twelve. Thin. A grey coat, mended at the left elbow. He helped me
with my groceries on a Tuesday in March, and again with a box of books, and he returned a glove I
hadn't noticed I'd lost.

She read this over. It seemed, on the page, like very little to build a life's last decision on.

She left it as it was, and signed her name beneath it, in the space provided for Sponsor.
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Chapter 10

The Contract

The office was smaller than she'd expected — she had imagined something grander, given the sums
involved, butitturned outto be an ordinary room with an ordinary desk and a man named Mr. Aldous
who had the careful, unhurried manner of someone who dealt, professionally, with people making
the largest decisions of their lives and had learned not to rush any of it.

“There's no relationship requirement,” he confirmed, looking over her form. “Though I'll be honest,
Mrs. Hartwell — in fifteen years, I don't believe I've processed one quite like this. Most of our
sponsorships are — well. Family. People sponsoring a parent, a spouse. Sometimes a sibling.”

“Is that a problem?”

“Not at all.  only mention it because—" he hesitated. “because the application asks for a description,
in cases where formal identification isn't available, and most applicants can provide rather more than
this.” He turned the form slightly, so she could see it. “A boy. Eleven, perhaps twelve. That's — it's not
much, for the system to work with.”

“It's what I have.”

“lunderstand. I'm not questioning it. ] only want to be sure you understand what it means, practically
— the placement won't have access to most of what continuance placements usually rely on. Family
records. Photographs. People who can visit and say I knew him, here's who he was. He'll arrive with
very little. Less than almost anyone.”

“I know.”

Mr. Aldous looked at her for a moment — not unkindly, but with the particular attentiveness of
someone checking, one last time, whether the person across the desk had fully arrived at the decision
they appeared to have made.

“The amount,” he said gently, “is significant. | have to confirm — this represents the majority of your
remaining assets, as I understand them. After this, your situation here at Ravenswood would be —
comfortable, certainly, the home is well-funded for residents in your position — but there wouldn't
be much beyond that. No reserve, as it were. Nothing left over for — emergencies, or for your family,
afterward.”

“I understand.”
“Your son is aware of this decision?”
“My son is aware.”

Something in how she said it — flat, final, offering nothing further — seemed to settle the matter for
Mr. Aldous, who nodded, and turned the form back toward himself, and reached for his pen.

“Then I think,” he said, “we're ready to proceed.”
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The signing took longer than Mrs. Hartwell expected — there were several documents, each requiring
her signature, each restating, in slightly different language, the same essential fact: that she was
giving almost everything she had left to a placement for a person she could not name, on the basis of
four conversations and a returned glove.

When it was done, Mr. Aldous gathered the papers into a folder and looked at her with something
that might have been curiosity, or might simply have been the ordinary kindness of a man at the end
of an unusual appointment.

“May I ask,” he said, “— not for the file, just for myself — what made you decide to do this? For
someone you knew so briefly?”

Mrs. Hartwell considered the question for a long moment. Outside the window, a delivery truck was
reversing somewhere, beeping in the patient way they do.

“He brought back a glove,” she said. “I hadn't even noticed it was missing.”
Mr. Aldous waited, in case there was more. There wasn't.

He nodded, as if this were, after all, a perfectly sufficient answer, and showed her out.
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PART III — ARRIVAL

Chapter 11

Wake

The first thing he was aware of was that nothing hurt.

This struck him as wrong before anything else did. There had been pain — a great deal of it, briefly,
and then none, and then nothing at all, and the absence of the nothing now seemed to require some
kind of explanation.

He opened his eyes.

The room was small and plain — a bed, a window with grey light coming through it, a chair, a door.
[t looked like a hospital room, except that it didn't smell like one, and except that he was not attached
to anything, no tubes, no machines, nothing beeping.

He sat up. This, too, was easy — easier than it should have been, his body responding without the
stiffness or the ache he half-expected.

He remembered the street. He remembered the sound — not a screech, nothing dramatic, more like
a single flat note, very loud, and then the sensation of being somewhere else entirely, very fast, the
way you're somewhere else entirely fast in a dream, except this hadn't felt like a dream.

He remembered, distinctly, thinking: that's it, then.
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And now there was a room, with grey light, and a chair, and his body, apparently undamaged, sitting
up in a bed that wasn't his.

His first thought, fully formed, was: somebody's made a mistake, and when they realize, it'll go badly
for me.

This was not a new kind of thought for him. It was, in fact, his most familiar kind of thought — the
one that arrived whenever something good or strange or unexplained happened, the immediate
calculation of what is this going to cost me, and how quickly will it be taken back. He had learned, a
long time ago, that good things that arrived without explanation were the most dangerous kind,
because you couldn't prepare for the part where they were withdrawn.

He got out of the bed. The floor was warm under his feet, which seemed like an unnecessary detail
for whatever this was.

The door wasn't locked. He opened it carefully, the way you open a door when you suspect there
might be someone on the other side, and found a corridor — also plain, also grey-lit, with other doors
along it, all closed, and a number on his own door that he hadn't noticed from the inside.

7.

He stood in the corridor for along moment, listening. There were sounds, distantly — voices, the kind
of low ambient murmur that meant other people, somewhere, going about ordinary things. None of
it sounded urgent. None of it sounded like the sound of someone realizing a mistake had been made
and coming to fix it.

He went back into the room and sat on the edge of the bed and waited, because waiting was
something he was good at, and because he had learned that the safest thing to do, in an unfamiliar
place, was to give it time to reveal what kind of place it was before you did anything that might be
noticed.

He waited a long time.

Eventually, the door opened, without anyone knocking first — which he noted, filed away, a small
piece of information about how things worked here — and an old woman came in.

He recognized her immediately, and the recognition arrived alongside something else, something
colder: of course. Of course it was her. Of course this was about her, somehow — the soup, the glove,
the box of books, all of it suddenly reframed as the setup for whatever this actually was.

“Hello,” Mrs. Hartwell said.

He didn't say anything. He was watching her the way he watched everything that mattered —
carefully, from slightly behind his own eyes, ready to move.

“Do you know where you are?”
llNo."

“Do you know—" she paused, choosing the words with evident care. “Do you remember what
happened? Before this?”
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He thought about lying. He decided, for reasons he couldn't have explained, not to.
“I got hit by a car,” he said. “On Ash and Renfrew. [ was—" he stopped. “I think I died.”

Mrs. Hartwell nodded, slowly, as if this were not news to her, which — he realized, watching her face
— itwasn't.

“Yes,” she said. “You did.”

Chapter 12

Mrs. Hartwell

She had thought, in the days leading up to this moment, about how she might explain it. She had
imagined several versions — versions that started gently, versions that started with reassurance,
versions that built up to the difficult part slowly, the way you might break news to someone you
loved.

In the room, faced with him — sitting on the edge of the bed, very still, very alert, watching her with
an expression she recognized from their first meeting, the expression of someone doing arithmetic
about what something is going to cost — all of those versions evaporated, and what was left was just
the truth, delivered the only way she seemed able to deliver anything: plainly.

“You died,” she said. “On the street. Nine days ago, now — though it won't have felt like nine days, I'd
imagine, from where you were.”

“Where was [?”

“I don't know. Nobody really knows, I think. Somewhere — between.” She sat down in the chair,
which put them roughly at eye level, and which she did deliberately, because she had learned, over
sixty years of dealing with people who were frightened, that height mattered. “What I do know is that
there's a— process. A way of bringing someone back. Not back to how things were — you understand
that, don't you? You're not — alive again, not in the way you were. But you're here. You can think,
and talk, and be — present. In a place. With people.”

MWhy?"
“Why what?”

“Why me. Why would anyone—" He stopped. She watched him work through it, watched the
suspicion sharpen into something more specific. “This costs money, doesn't it. This kind of thing. It
must cost money.”
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llYeS."
“So who paid for it?”
“Idid.”

He looked at her for a long moment. Outside, somewhere, a bell rang — not urgently, just a small
sound marking some routine hour.

“Why?” he said again, and this time it wasn't a question about money. It was the same why from the
bench, from the soup — the question underneath all the others, the one he'd been asking, in different
forms, since the day she first held out a cup to him in the street.

Mrs. Hartwell found, to her own surprise, that she still didn't have a tidy answer. She had expected,
by now, to have found one — she'd had nine days to think about it, after all, sitting at her desk with
the form, with the folder, with the pen. But sitting here, in front of him, the answers she'd half-
prepared all seemed too small, or too large, or simply not true in the way that mattered.

“I don't entirely know,” she said. “I've been trying to work it out, and [ haven't managed it. What I
know is — you helped me with my groceries, and you didn't ask for anything. And then you brought
back a glove  hadn't even noticed I'd lost, and you didn't have to do that either. And then you weren't
there anymore, and [ found out why, and I found I couldn't—" she paused. “I found I couldn't simply
not do anything. That's the truest thing I can tell you. I'm sorry it isn't a better answer.”

He was quiet for a while.
“This is a trick,” he said, but it came out less certain than the words themselves.
“Itisn't.”

“Things like this are always—" he stopped again. “Someone's going to want something. Eventually.
That's how it works.”

“I'm eighty-one years old,” Mrs. Hartwell said. “I don't have very much time left, and I've spent most
of what I have on this. I genuinely cannot think what it is you imagine I'm going to want from you.”

He didn't have an answer to that. She watched him search for one, and not find it, and she recognized
the particular discomfort of someone whose oldest and most reliable theory about the world had just
failed to explain something in front of them.

“What happens now?” he said, eventually. Quieter than before.

“Now,” she said, “I think, you have some breakfast. And then, if you'd like, I can show you where things
are. It's — it's a lot to take in, [ imagine. There's no need to take it in all at once.”

He looked at the door. Then back at her.

“Okay,” he said. [t wasn't trust, exactly — she could see that. It was something more like: [ don't see
another option, and I'm curious despite myself, and I'll be ready to leave the moment this turns out
to be what I think it is.

It would do, for now.
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Chapter 13

The Rules

Ravenswood's continuance wing — though nobody called it that; it was simply “the new corridor,”
even though it had been there for over a decade — operated on its own rhythm, slightly separate
from the rest of the home, though the two overlapped in most of the ways that mattered.

Breakfast was at eight, in a dining room that served both wings together. Residents from the new
corridor were easy enough to pick out, if you knew to look — there was something in how they
moved, a kind of careful unfamiliarity, like people wearing clothes that had been tailored for someone
else and only approximately altered to fit.

Mrs. Hartwell walked him through it that first morning: the dining room, the activity room with its
boxes of donated books, the small library, the courtyard where residents sat when the weather
allowed. She kept the explanations short. She had decided, somewhere in the night before, that the
worst thing she could do was overwhelm him with information before he'd had a chance to simply
be somewhere for a while.

“Story circles,” she said, as they passed a room with a half-circle of chairs, currently empty, “are in
the afternoons. People tell stories — about their lives, mostly. Old ones. It's meant to be—" she
searched for the word. “companionable, | suppose. Nobody's required to attend.”

“What do I do?” he asked. “If I'm not — required to do anything?”

“Whatever you like, within reason. Some residents read. Some walk in the courtyard. Some simply
sit.” She glanced at him. “It might feel strange, at first. Having nothing that's required. I imagine that's
not—" she stopped herself before not what you're used to, which seemed, on reflection, like exactly
the kind of thing that would make him retreat again.

“It's fine,” he said, in a tone that suggested it was not, currently, fine, but that he didn't have the
vocabulary yet for what it actually was.

They came, eventually, to a door with a small brass plate. The number on it was the same as the one
he'd seen that morning, from the inside.

“This is yours,” Mrs. Hartwell said. “For as long as you'd like it to be.”
He looked at the door for a long moment.

“Seven,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Is that — does that mean something?”

“It's just the room number,” she said. “Though I suppose, if you wanted, you could think of it as—"
she paused, and something in her face shifted, very slightly, into something gentler. “You could think
of it as an address. The first one you've had, perhaps.”
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He didn't say anything to that. But she noticed, when he opened the door and stepped inside, that he
stood for a moment just over the threshold, looking at the room — the same room from that morning,
the bed, the chair, the window — as if seeing it differently than he had a few hours before.

“It's small,” he said, eventually.
“Is that alright?”

“It's mine?”

“Yes.”

He didn't say anything else for a while. He walked further in, and sat on the edge of the bed — the
same spot where he'd woken up — and looked around the room again, more slowly this time, the
way you look at something you're trying to memorize.

“Okay,” he said again. The same word as before, in the same flat tone. But Mrs. Hartwell, standing in
the doorway, thought she heard something different in it this time — not acceptance of a situation he
didn't understand, but something closer to the beginning of belief.

She left him there, with the door open, and went to find Priya, to ask about breakfast, and about
whether the kitchen could be told there'd be one more, starting tomorrow, in Panel Seven.
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PART IV — THE RESIDENTS

Chapter 14

The Shipbuilder

Mr. Okonkwo had built ferries for forty-one years.

He told the boy this on the third day, unprompted, while they were both sitting in the courtyard —
the boy on the low wall by the flowerbeds, in more or less the position he'd always favored on the
wall outside the bakery, and Mr. Okonkwo in his usual chair, with a blanket over his knees regardless
of the weather.

“Forty-one years,” he said again, as if the number itself were the point. “Same yard. I started as an
apprentice, sweeping metal shavings, and I finished running the welding floor. Built — I don't know.
Hundreds. The big ones, the ones that go between the islands. You'd recognize the shape if you saw

”

one.

The boy didn't say anything, but he was listening — Mr. Okonkwo could tell, because the boy had a
way of going very still when he was actually paying attention, different from the stillness he showed
when he was simply waiting for a conversation to end.

“My son works in an office,” Mr. Okonkwo said. “Numbers. I don't fully understand what he does, if
['m honest. He tried to explain it to me once, a long time ago, and [—" he stopped, and his hand moved
on the blanket, smoothing a wrinkle that wasn't there. “I told him [ had work to do. That was true. I
did have work to do. There was always work to do.”
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“Did he stop trying to explain it?”
“Yes."
The boy considered this. “Do you wish you'd let him explain it?”

Mr. Okonkwo looked at him for a moment — not annoyed, but with the particular surprise of
someone who has been asked a question nobody has asked him in a very long time, possibly ever, in
quite that way.

“I don't know what he does,” he said, eventually. “Even now. He's — he must be sixty, my son. I have
a great-grandchild I've met twice. And I don't know what my own son does, all day, because I told
him [ had work to do, forty years ago, and he never offered to explain it again.”

“You could ask him now.”
“He doesn't visit much.”
“Could you call him?”

Mr. Okonkwo didn't answer that. He looked out at the courtyard, at the flowerbeds, at nothing in
particular, and after a while he said, in a different voice, quieter: “The ferries are still running, you
know. The ones I built. Some of them. You can look them up — the registry, the ones still in service.
used to do that, sometimes. Look up the names.” He paused. “I never looked up my son's company. I
don't think I'd know how. I don't think I ever asked him the name of it.”

The boy didn't say anything to that. But the next afternoon, he was back on the wall, and Mr. Okonkwo
found himself, without quite planning to, telling him about the launch of a particular ferry — a
difficult one, plagued with problems, finally finished three months late and over budget, and how he'd
stood on the dock the day it first went out, and how it was still running, forty years later, somewhere
out past the breakwater, carrying people he'd never met to places he'd never been.

The boy listened to all of it. At the end, he asked what the ferry was called, and Mr. Okonkwo told him,
and the boy seemed to file the name away carefully, the way he filed everything away — a small fact,
kept, for reasons that weren't entirely clear even to him.

Chapter 15

The Teacher

Mrs. Patel had taught primary school for thirty-eight years, and she could still, she claimed, remember
the name of every student who had ever sat in her classroom.
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“Test me,” she told the boy, the first time they spoke at length, in the library, where she usually sat in
the afternoons with a book she rarely seemed to be reading. “Go on. Pick a year. Any year.”

The boy, who had no frame of reference for what years might mean to her, said: “The first one. When
you started.”

“1974,” Mrs. Patel said, without hesitation, and then she began — names, in order, it seemed, by
where they'd sat: Margaret Voss, by the window, who'd had a stutter that resolved itself by Christmas.
The Chen twins, indistinguishable on paper but never in person. A boy named Robert who'd cried
every morning for the first two months and then, abruptly, never again, and who Mrs. Patel had
always wondered about, what had changed, what had happened at home that autumn that she'd
never been told.

She went on like this for some time. The boy listened, the way he listened to everything, carefully,
without interrupting.

“That's — that's a lot of names,” he said, when she paused.

“Thirty-eight years. Six classes a year, give or take. You do the arithmetic.” She said this with evident
pride, the pride of someone who has spent a long time being good at something and rarely gets to
demonstrate it anymore.

“Do you remember your own family that well?”

It wasn't an unkind question — the boy didn't ask unkind questions, as far as Mrs. Hartwell had
observed; he asked direct ones, which was a different thing, though it sometimes landed the same
way.

Mrs. Patel's expression changed — not dramatically, but in the way a room changes when a window
is opened somewhere out of sight, a shift in air that you feel before you understand it.

“I forgot our anniversary,” she said. “Twice. Both times, [ was — there was always a child who needed
something. A parent meeting, a report that had to be finished. The first time, my husband laughed
about it. The second time—" she stopped.

“What happened the second time?”
“He didn't laugh.”

She didn't say anything else for a while. The boy didn't push — he had learned, by now, watching Mrs.
Hartwell, that some things needed to be left where they were, at least for the moment.

“I can tell you what Margaret Voss's favorite color was,” Mrs. Patel said, eventually, in a different
voice, “but I don't remember what flowers were at my own wedding. Isn't that strange? [ must have
known, at the time. Everyone knows that, at the time.”

“Maybe somebody else remembers,” the boy said.
“Maybe.”

“You could ask.”
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Mrs. Patel looked at him — really looked, the way Mr. Okonkwo had, the look of someone
encountering, from an unexpected direction, a question they hadn't been asked in a very long time.

“He died eleven years ago,” she said. “There's no one left to ask.”

The boy thought about this. “What about the children? The ones from your class. Some of them might
remember things. About you, I mean. Not the wedding. But — things.”

“I haven't spoken to any of them in decades.”
“You remember their names, though.”
“That's different.”

“Is it?”

Mrs. Patel didn't answer. But the next day, the boy noticed, she had a piece of paper on the table
beside her — and on it, in her careful teacher's handwriting, was a list of names. Not all of them, not
the full thirty-eight years. Just a handful. The ones, perhaps, she thought might still remember her
back.

She didn't say what the list was for. The boy didn't ask. But he noticed, over the following days, that
the list stayed on the table, and that sometimes, when she thought no one was looking, Mrs. Patel
looked at it for a long time, the way you look at a door you haven't decided whether to open.

Chapter 16

The Violinist

Mrs. Albescu's room had no photographs in it, which the boy found strange, because most of the
rooms he'd seen — peering in through open doors, the way you do when you're new somewhere and
everything is still worth looking at — had photographs. Children, grandchildren, weddings, the
accumulated evidence of a life with people in it.

Mrs. Albescu's room had, instead, programs. Dozens of them, framed, covering most of one wall —
concert programs, in different languages, some of them very old, the paper yellowed, the typefaces
unfamiliar.

“You played the violin,” the boy said, the first time he was invited in — invited, which was itself
unusual; most residents simply tolerated his presence rather than soughtit.
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“I played the violin,” Mrs. Albescu agreed. She was very thin, and very upright, in a way that suggested
decades of posture drilled in young and never entirely abandoned. “For a long time. In a great many
places.” She gestured at the wall. “Those are some of them.”

The boy looked at the programs for a while. He couldn't read most of the languages, but he
recognized, here and there, a city name, or a date, and the dates spanned a long time — decades, it
seemed, of programs, of concerts, of places.

“Do people come visit?” he asked. “Other musicians, or—"

“No,” Mrs. Albescu said, simply. Not bitterly — just as a fact. “Most of them are gone, by now. Or
scattered. Or they were never the kind of people who visit, even when everyone was alive and
nearby.” She paused. “It's a strange profession, in that way. You spend your whole life in front of
people — thousands of them, sometimes, all at once, all listening to you, all there because of you, in a
sense. And then it ends, and there's no one.”

“That sounds lonely.”

“Itis lonely. I don't say that to make you feel sorry for me. It's simply — true. I chose it, mostly. Or it
chose me, and I went along. Either way.” She looked at the wall of programs for a moment. “I haven't
played in years. My hands aren't—" she held them up, briefly, and the boy saw that her fingers, while
elegant, had the particular stiffness he'd noticed in several of the residents' hands. “It's not really
possible anymore.”

“Could I hear it? Even if it's not — even if it's not how it used to be?”
Mrs. Albescu looked at him for a long moment.

“There's an old recording,” she said, eventually. “From early on. I have it, somewhere — Priya helped
me find a way to play it, on one of those small machines. [ haven't listened to it in years. I'm not sure

”

why.

She found it, eventually, in a drawer — a small device, and a pair of headphones, old enough that the
boy had to be shown how they worked. She put one earbud in her own ear, and handed him the other,
and they sat together, on the small sofa under the wall of programs, and listened.

The boy didn't know enough about music to say whether it was good. But he watched Mrs. Albescu's
face while she listened — her eyes closed, her hands very still in her lap, her whole posture, for the
first time since he'd met her, not quite so upright, not quite so composed — and he thought, watching
her, that whatever this was, it mattered to her in a way that was hard to put into words.

When it ended, neither of them said anything for a while.

“That was a long time ago,” Mrs. Albescu said, finally, and there was something different in her voice
— not quite sad, but close to it, the way a room can be close to a color without quite being it.

“It was good,” the boy said. It wasn't much, as things to say went. But Mrs. Albescu looked at him, and
something in her face eased, very slightly — the look, perhaps, of someone who has played for
thousands of people, in dozens of cities, across decades, and who has just, for the first time in a very
long time, played for an audience of one, and found that it still counted.
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“Thank you,” she said.

That evening, the boy mentioned to Mrs. Hartwell, in passing, that Mrs. Albescu had a recording, and
that it was good, and that nobody else seemed to know about it.

He didn't say anything else about it. But Mrs. Hartwell noted it — the way she'd begun noting most
of what the boy said, these small unprompted observations, because she had started to suspect that
they meant more than they seemed to, and that the boy, in his own way, was beginning to do
something she hadn't anticipated when she signed the forms in Mr. Aldous's office.

He was starting to notice people. Really notice them. And the people, in turn — slowly, unevenly, each
in their own way — were starting to notice him back.

Chapter 17

The Nurse

Mrs. Okafor had spent forty-three years as a nurse, and it showed in small ways the boy noticed
before he understood them — the way she made her own bed before anyone could offer to help, the
way she waved off the aide who came to check her blood pressure, insisting she could do it herself,
the way she stood up too quickly from chairs and then held very still until the dizziness passed,
refusing, every time, to let anyone see that it had happened.

“You don't have to do everything yourself,” the boy said, the third or fourth time he saw her wave
Priya away.

“I'm perfectly capable.”
“I know. I just meant—"

“I spent my whole life looking after people who couldn't look after themselves,” Mrs. Okafor said,
more sharply than the moment seemed to require. “I think I can manage my own blood pressure.”

The boy didn't push. He'd learned, by now, that pushing rarely helped, and that the residents who
pushed back hardest were often the ones for whom the thing being offered mattered most.

A few days later, he found her in the corridor, gripping the handrail, very still, her face pale in a way
that worried him.

“Are you okay?”

“I'm fine.”
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“You don't look fine.”

“I'said I'm fine.” But she didn't move, and after a moment, almost against her will, she said: “Just dizzy.
[t happens. It'll pass.”

“Should I get someone?”

“No.” Sharp again, but with something underneath it now — something closer to fear than irritation.
“No, don't — I don't need a fuss. [ just need a minute.”

The boy stood with her. He didn't touch her, didn't hover obviously — he'd worked out, somewhere
along the way, that Mrs. Okafor responded badly to being hovered over, the way some animals do. He
just stood, a little apart, present but not pressing, until the dizziness passed and her color came back.

“Thank you,” she said, eventually, and it seemed to cost her something to say it.
“For what? I didn't do anything.”

“You didn't make it into a thing.” She straightened, carefully. “Everyone makes it into a thing. The
aides, my—" she stopped. “Everyone wants to help. Wants to fetch someone, fuss, write it down in a
chart. I spent forty-three years being the person who did the fetching and the fussing and the writing
down. [ know what it looks like, from the other side. I don't—" She exhaled. “I don't like being on the
other side.”

“Is that why you don't let anyone help?”

“I don't need help.”

“You were holding onto the rail pretty hard.”

Mrs. Okafor almost smiled — the boy saw it, the corner of her mouth, before she suppressed it.
“You're very direct,” she said. “Has anyone told you that?”

“Mrs. Hartwell says it sometimes. Not like it's a bad thing. Just — like it's a thing.”

“It's not a bad thing.” She started walking again, more slowly than before, and the boy fell into step
beside her, the way he'd started doing with several of the residents — not leading, not following, just
alongside. “It's just unusual. Most people, when they see someone struggling, either look away
entirely, or they swoop in and take over completely, as if the struggling person isn't there at all. You
did neither.”

“What's the third thing? The thing in between?”
“I'm not sure it has a name,” Mrs. Okafor said. “Maybe it's just — staying. Without taking over.”

They reached the dining room. The boy held the door — not making a thing of it, just holding it, the
way he held doors for everyone — and Mrs. Okafor went through, and then paused, just inside, and
looked back at him.

“If it happens again,” she said, carefully, as if the words cost her something, “the dizziness — you
don't have to do anything. But you could — stay. If you're nearby. That would be—" she didn't finish
the sentence, but the boy understood it anyway, and nodded, and that was the end of the
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conversation, except that it wasn't, not really, because two days later, when it happened again, in the
corridor near the library, the boy was the one she looked for, and the one who stayed, and neither of
them made it into a thing.

Chapter 18

The Soldier

Mr. Reyes didn't talk much, and when he did, it usually wasn't about anything in particular — the
weather, the food, a program on the television in the lounge that he watched without seeming to
follow it.

The boy had noticed him mostly because Mr. Reyes was often alone, even during the times when most
residents gathered — story circles, tea, the after-dinner hour in the lounge. He sat near these things,
but slightly apart, in the way the boy recognized because it had once been his own way of sitting.

“You don't go to story circle,” the boy said, one afternoon, sitting down near him — not too close —
on a bench outside.

“No.”

“Mrs. Patel says it's good. The stories.”
“I'm sure it is.”

“Don't you have stories?”

Mr. Reyes didn't answer for a while. The boy didn't push — he'd learned that, too, by now, the
particular quality of silence that meant a person was deciding something, rather than simply not
having anything to say.

“I have stories,” Mr. Reyes said, eventually. “Not the kind people want, at story circle.”
“What kind do they want?”

“The kind that end well. Or end funny. Or—" he made a small gesture, a kind of shrug that didn't fully
commit to being a shrug. “Mine don't end either way.”

The boy thought about this. “What's your story about?”
Another long silence.

“There was a man,” Mr. Reyes said, finally, slowly, as if testing whether the words could be said at all.
“In my unit. Younger than me. He asked me something, once — something small, a favor, nothing that

31



should have mattered. [ said I'd do it. And then I didn't. I forgot, or [ was tired, or — it doesn't matter
why. I didn't do it.” He paused. “And then something happened. Not because of what I didn't do — I
want to be clear about that. It wasn't — it wasn't because of me. But it happened around the same
time, close enough that I've never been able to fully separate the two things in my head. The thing I
didn't do, and the thing that happened after.”

The boy didn't say anything. He could tell this wasn't a story that wanted a response, not yet.

“I've told that to exactly two people,” Mr. Reyes said. “My wife, once, a long time ago. And a doctor,
even longer ago than that, who told me it wasn't my fault, which I already knew, and which didn't
help even slightly.” He looked at the boy, finally. “Why doesn't it help, do you think? Knowing it wasn't
your fault?”

The boy considered this carefully — the way he considered most things, turning it over before
answering.

“Maybe because it's not really about fault,” he said. “Maybe it's about the favor. The thing he asked
you for, that you said you'd do.”

“I don't follow.”

“Ifit wasn't your fault — what happened after — then the only thing that's actually yours is the favor.
The not-doing-it part. That's the part that was actually a choice. So that's the part that—" the boy
paused, searching for the word. “That's the part that stays. Even if everything else wasn't your fault.”

Mr. Reyes was quiet for a long time after that. Long enough that the boy began to wonder if he'd said
something wrong — pushed too hard, after all, despite trying not to.

“What was the favor?” the boy asked, eventually, gently. “If you don't mind saying.”

“He wanted me to write a letter. For him. To his mother. He wasn't — his English wasn't good, and he
was embarrassed about it, and he asked me to help him write it, because I—" Mr. Reyes stopped.
“Because [ was good with words, he said. And I told him [ would. And then I didn't, because there was
always something else, and then there wasn't time anymore, and his mother never got a letter from
him. Not one. Not ever.”

“Do you remember what he wanted to say? In the letter?”

“Some of it. He told me, roughly — what he wanted it to say. [ remember most of it, [ think. I've thought
about it a lot, over the years.”

“You could write it now,” the boy said. “The letter. Even though it's — even though it's late.”
“Late doesn't begin to cover it.”

“I know. But you remember what he wanted to say. And you're good with words — he said so. So you
could still—" the boy shrugged, the same small shrug he'd picked up, without realizing it, from several
of the residents by now. “You could still write it. Not to send it anywhere. Just — so it exists. So it's
not just a thing you didn't do, anymore. It could also be a thing you did, eventually. Both things could
be true.”
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Mr. Reyes didn't say anything for a long time. The boy sat with him, the way he'd sat with Mrs. Okafor
in the corridor — present, not pressing.

He didn't know, that afternoon, whether Mr. Reyes would write the letter. He didn't ask again, in the
days that followed, and Mr. Reyes didn't bring it up.

But a week later, Priya mentioned, in passing, to Mrs. Hartwell, that Mr. Reyes had asked for paper.
Good paper, he'd specified. The kind you'd write something important on.

Nobody knew what it was for. Mrs. Hartwell had a guess. She didn't share it with anyone, and she
didn't ask Mr. Reyes about it, and as far as anyone could tell, he never showed the letter to a single
person.

But he kept it. In the drawer of his nightstand, folded carefully, the way you fold something you intend
to keep for a long time.

Chapter 19

The Woman Who Forgot

Mrs. Voss had good days and bad days, and the boy learned to tell them apart within seconds of
entering her room.

On bad days, she didn't look up. On good days, she did — and on the best days, she smiled, before
he'd said anything at all, as if she'd been expecting him, as if his arrival were the resumption of
something rather than the start of it.

“There you are,” she said, on one of the good days, the first time. “I was wondering when you'd come.”

The boy hadn't met her before — Mrs. Hartwell had mentioned her, gently, with a kind of carefulness
she didn't use for the other residents, a warning folded into the introduction. She won't always know
who you are. Don't take it personally, if — if it seems like she doesn't recognize you, some days. It
isn't about you.

“Hi,” the boy said, sitting down in the chair by her bed, the way he'd seen Priya do.
“You've been gone a while,” Mrs. Voss said. “Did you go far?”

The boy didn't know how to answer this. He glanced toward the door, where Priya was standing, and
Priya gave him a small nod — go along with it, it's alright — and so he said, carefully, “Not too far.”
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“Good. I don't like it when you go far.” She reached out and patted his hand, briskly, the way you'd
pat the hand of someone you'd known a very long time. “Tell me about school. Are you still having
trouble with the — the thing. The maths.”

“A bit,” the boy said, which felt safer than admitting he'd never been to school at all.

“You'll get there. You always do, eventually. You're stubborn, like your father.” She said this fondly,
and the boy felt something complicated move through him — not quite discomfort, but close to it, the
strangeness of being mistaken for someone, and being spoken to with a warmth that wasn't,
technically, his.

He visited her often, after that. On good days, she called him by a name that wasn't his — he never
learned whose name it was, and didn't ask, because asking felt like it might break something — and
she told him small things, fragments: a kitchen table, a dog that had died a long time ago, an argument
about a coat that nobody could remember winning.

On bad days, she didn't speak much at all, and the boy simply sat with her, the way he'd sat with Mr.
Reyes, with Mrs. Okafor — present, not pressing.

It was on one of the good days, a few weeks in, that a woman came to visit — middle-aged, tired-
looking, carrying a bag that suggested she'd come some distance. The boy was in the room when she
arrived, and he started to get up, to leave them alone, but Mrs. Voss caught his sleeve.

“Stay,” she said. “You don't have to go.”

The woman in the doorway looked at the boy, and then at Mrs. Voss, and something in her face did
something the boy recognized — a kind of bracing, the look of someone walking into a room they've
walked into many times before, never knowing, until they're inside it, which version of the room it
will be today.

“Hi, Mum,” the woman said.

Mrs. Voss looked at her. The boy, watching, saw the exact moment it happened — not dramatic, not
sudden, just a kind of clouding, like weather changing on a hill in the distance, visible before it arrives.

“I'm sorry,” Mrs. Voss said, politely, the way you'd address a stranger who'd wandered into the wrong
room. “Were you looking for someone?”

The woman's face didn't change much — the boy thought, watching her, that she'd had a great deal
of practice at not letting it change — but something in her shoulders did, a kind of settling, the
particular stillness of someone absorbing a blow they'd known was probably coming.

“No,” she said. “Sorry. Wrong room.”

She didn't leave, though. She came in, anyway, and sat down in the other chair, and made
conversation — about the weather, about nothing — the careful, one-sided conversation of someone
visiting a person who is, in every way that matters in that moment, not there.

The boy sat through all of it. He noticed that Mrs. Voss, throughout, was perfectly pleasant to this
stranger in her room — offered her a sweet from the dish on the nightstand, asked, vaguely, whether
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she'd come far. Ordinary kindness, extended easily, to someone she had known, the boy understood
now, for her entire life, and did not currently know at all.

Afterward, in the corridor, the woman stopped, briefly, near where the boy was standing.

“She seemed to know you,” she said. It wasn't quite a question, and it wasn't quite an accusation, but
it had something of both in it.

“I'just visit sometimes,” the boy said.
“She hasn't called me by name in—" the woman stopped. “It's been a while.”

The boy didn't know what to say to that. There wasn't anything to say to that. He stood with the
wrongness of it — the fact that Mrs. Voss could reach for a name, on her good days, and find his, or
find someone else's that fit him well enough, while her own daughter stood in the doorway and
received only politeness, the kind you'd give anyone — and he understood, without being able to put
it into words, that this was not a problem with an answer. It simply was the shape of the thing.

“I'm sorry,” he said, eventually, because it was the only true thing available.

The woman looked at him for a moment — really looked, the way the residents sometimes did, as if
seeing him properly for the first time.

“It's not your fault,” she said, and the boy thought, with a small, strange jolt, that this was almost
exactly what Mr. Reyes had said, weeks ago, about the doctor — it wasn't your fault, and it didn't help
even slightly — and he understood, suddenly, that the woman knew this too, that she'd been told the
same thing, probably many times, by many people, and that it had never once made the corridor
outside her mother's room feel like anywhere she wanted to be.

She left soon after. The boy didn't see her again.

He went back in, and sat with Mrs. Voss, who was having a good afternoon — asking him, again, about
the maths, about school, patting his hand in the brisk, familiar way — and he stayed longer than usual,
and didn't entirely know why, except that it seemed important, somehow, that someone stay.

He came back the following week, on what he hoped, walking down the corridor, would be a good
day.

It wasn't.

Mrs. Voss was sitting up, awake, her eyes open — but when he came in, she looked at him the way
she'd looked at her daughter, weeks before. Politely. Distantly. The look you give someone you have
no reason to dislike and no reason, particularly, to know.

“Hello,” he said.

“Hello, dear.” She said it kindly. She said it the way she'd have said it to anyone — the aide bringing
her lunch, a stranger who'd wandered in by mistake. “Are you here about the laundry?”

“No,” he said. “I just — I usually come and see you. On Tuesdays.”
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“That's nice,” she said, in the tone of someone agreeing that yes, it probably was nice, for whoever
that person was.

He sat down anyway, in the chair he usually sat in — though he noticed, sitting, that there was nothing
in how she looked at him to suggest she registered that this was his chair, that he'd sat in it many
times before, that there was anything between them at all beyond the fact of two people, currently,
in the same room.

He tried, for a while, the things that usually worked. He asked about the maths. She looked at him
blankly — not unkindly, just without any of the warmth the question usually carried, because the
question, today, meant nothing to her; there was no shared history for it to land in.

“Do you want me to go?” he asked, eventually.
“Whatever you'd like, dear,” she said. “I don't mind company.”

Company. Not him. Not the boy who asked, every good day, about the maths, who she scolded fondly
for being stubborn like a father he'd never had. Just — company. The word you'd use for anyone.

He stayed anyway. He sat with her for a while, the way he'd sat with Mr. Reyes, with Mrs. Okafor —
present, not pressing — except that this time the presence wasn't received as anything in particular.
[t was just a person, in a chair, in a room, on an ordinary afternoon.

Eventually he said he should go, and she said of course, dear, lovely to meet you — meet — and he
left, and stood for a moment in the corridor, in the place where, the last time, the daughter had stood.

He understood, now, in a way he hadn't quite let himself before, what that had cost her. Not the not-
being-recognized. The politeness. The kindness extended to a stranger, when you were the one
person in the world who most needed not to be a stranger to her.

He didn't tell Mrs. Hartwell about it, not directly. But that evening, at story night, when it was his turn,
he didn't have anything to say — the first time this had happened — and Mrs. Hartwell, beside him,
didn't ask why, and didn't fill the silence either. She just sat with him, in it, the way he usually sat with
people.

He went back to see Mrs. Voss the following Tuesday. It was a good day, that time — she called him
by the name that wasn't his, and asked about the maths, and patted his hand in the brisk, familiar
way.

He never mentioned the bad day to her. There was nothing to mention. As far as she was concerned,

it hadn't happened — there was no her, on the other side of it, for it to have happened to.

But the boy carried it differently, after that. He kept visiting. He never stopped. But he understood
now that some Tuesdays, he would be a stranger to her, and that this wasn't a problem with a
solution, and that the love — his, hers, whatever passed between them on the good days — didn't
make the bad days not count.

It just meant both things were true. The way Mrs. Hartwell had once said, of Mr. Reyes's letter, that
both things could be true.
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He kept the button-pawn in his pocket, that day, and the days after. He didn't know why it helped. It
just did, a little.

Chapter 20
Story Night

[t started without anyone deciding it should start, the way most things at Ravenswood seemed to.

Mr. Okonkwo mentioned, one evening at dinner, that he'd remembered something — a detail about
the ferry, the difficult one, that he hadn't thought of in years, something about the day of the launch.
He told it to the table generally, but the boy noticed that he was, in some sense, telling it to him
specifically — glancing his way at the parts that mattered, the way you do when you're telling a story
to someone you know is actually listening.

The next evening, Mrs. Patel had something too — not from her list, not one of the names, but a
memory that the list had apparently shaken loose, about a school trip, decades ago, that had gone
mildly, memorably wrong.

By the end of the week, it had become something like a habit. Not formal — nobody called it anything,
at first, and there was no schedule, no announcement. But most evenings, after dinner, in the lounge,
someone had something to tell, and the telling had a particular quality the boy hadn't noticed before:
people were saving things. Bringing them out, deliberately, the way you'd bring out something you'd
been keeping for an occasion.

Priya was the one who named it, eventually — overhearing one evening, smiling, saying something
like, “sounds like story night,” lightly, not meaning much by it. But the name stuck, the way names
sometimes do, and within a couple of weeks, “story night” was simply what the after-dinner hour was
called, by everyone, as if it had always been called that.

The boy didn't say much, during story night. Mostly he listened — which was, by now, mostly what
he did, everywhere, with everyone. But he noticed things. He noticed that Mrs. Albescu had started
bringing the small device with the headphones, and that twice now, she'd played a little of the
recording for whoever was nearby, not making a thing of it, just — sharing it, the way you'd share
anything else.

He noticed that Mr. Reyes came to story night now, most evenings, and sat a little closer to the group
than he used to, though he still didn't tell stories of his own. He noticed that Mrs. Okafor had started
arriving early, and choosing a seat, deliberately, near wherever the boy ended up sitting — not
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obviously, not in a way that drew attention, but the boy noticed, because by now he noticed most
things.

And he noticed, one evening, something smaller than all of that, and somehow larger.

He'd arrived at story night a few minutes late — he'd been reading, and lost track of the time — and
when he came into the lounge, the chairs were arranged in their usual rough half-circle, and there
was a gap. Not an accidental gap, the kind that happens when chairs get pushed around during the
day. A deliberate one. A space, between Mr. Okonkwo and Mrs. Patel, exactly the right size, with
nothing in it.

He stood in the doorway for a moment, looking at it.

“There you are,” Mr. Okonkwo said, the same words Mrs. Voss used, on her good days, though he said
them differently — not mistaking the boy for anyone, just noting his arrival, the way you note the

arrival of someone you've been, in some small way, waiting for. “We were just getting to the good
part.”

The boy crossed the room and sat down, in the gap, which fit him exactly, because it had been left for
exactly that purpose.

Nobody said anything about it. Nobody made it into a thing — the boy had learned, by now, that the
residents of Ravenswood, almost all of them, shared this particular quality, an instinct for not making
things into things, for letting the largest shifts arrive quietly, sideways, in the form of an empty chair
that had simply, without comment, stopped being empty.

He sat in the gap, and Mr. Okonkwo continued the story — something about the ferry, the difficult
one, a detail the boy hadn't heard before — and the boy listened, the way he always listened, carefully,
from slightly behind his own eyes.

But something had shifted, and he knew it, sitting there, in the space that had been left for him.

He was not a visitor anymore.
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PART V— BECOMING FAMILY

Chapter 21

Reserved Seat

The chair at story night was the first one. After that, it began appearing elsewhere — quietly, the way
the first one had, without anyone announcing it.

In the dining room, a place was set for him now, every meal, in the same spot, between Mr. Okonkwo
and Mrs. Okafor — not assigned, exactly, the way the formal seating chart assigned spots to everyone
else, but simply understood, the way understood things worked at Ravenswood. If he was late, the
seat stayed empty. Nobody else sat in it, even when the dining room was crowded and other seats
were scarce.

In the library, Mrs. Patel had started keeping a second chair near hers — an ordinary chair, nothing
special about it, except that it was always there now, pulled close enough to her own that two people
could look at the same book, or sit in comfortable silence, whichever the afternoon called for.

Even Mrs. Albescu's room, with its wall of programs and its careful, composed atmosphere, had
acquired a small addition: a second pair of headphones, bought — the boy learned, eventually, by
accident — by Priya, at Mrs. Albescu's request, so that the boy wouldn't have to share an earbud
anymore when they listened to the recording.
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None of this was discussed. The boy noticed all of it, the way he noticed everything, and said nothing,
and the residents, for their part, said nothing either — as if naming any of it might somehow undo it,
the way naming a held breath makes you aware you're holding it.

Mrs. Hartwell noticed too. She'd taken to watching, in a quiet way, from whatever periphery she
happened to occupy — the edge of the dining room, the doorway of the lounge — and what she saw,
watching, was something she hadn't quite anticipated when she'd satin Mr. Aldous's office and signed
the forms.

She had thought, going in, that she was giving the boy a place. A room, a bed, a number on a door.

What she was watching, now, was the residents of Ravenswood — slowly, separately, each in their
own way — giving him something else. Not a place. A position. The specific, accumulating weight of
being expected, of being missed when absent, of having a chair that stayed empty until you arrived
to fill it.

It was, she thought, watching him cross the dining room one evening to the seat between Mr.
Okonkwo and Mrs. Okafor, the kind of thing that couldn't be bought. She had bought him the room.
She hadn't bought him this.

This, the residents had simply decided, on their own, to give.

Chapter 22

Birthdays

[t was Mrs. Patel who raised it, at story night, in the gentle, deliberate way she raised most things —
the manner of someone who had spent thirty-eight years introducing difficult subjects to children
and had never quite lost the habit.

“I was thinking,” she said, to the group generally, though everyone understood, immediately, who she
was actually addressing, “that we don't know your birthday.”

The boy, sitting in his usual place — the gap that had stopped being a gap — went very still, the
particular stillness Mrs. Hartwell had learned to recognize as the boy retreating slightly, even while
staying exactly where he was.

“I don't know it either,” he said.
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“No,” Mrs. Patel agreed. “I didn't imagine you would. But it occurred to me — everyone should have
one. A birthday. It doesn't have to be the real one, since nobody knows what that is. It could just be
— a day. One we choose.”

“Choose how?”

“However we like,” Mrs. Patel said, with the air of someone who had clearly thought about this
already, possibly for some time. “We could vote. Or pick something that means something — a date
that's significant, somehow.”

“Significant how?”

It was Mr. Okonkwo who answered, after a moment, in his slow, considering way. “The day you
arrived,” he said. “Here. In Panel Seven. That seems like it might count for something.”

There was a murmur of agreement around the circle — not loud, not enthusiastic in any showy way,
just the quiet sound of several people independently arriving at the same conclusion.

“That's not really a birthday, though,” the boy said. “That's just — the day I got here.”

“Birthdays are just the day you got somewhere,” Mrs. Patel said. “Usually it's a hospital. This isn't so
different.”

The boy didn't say anything to that. Mrs. Hartwell, watching from her usual spot near the doorway,
saw him look down at his hands, the way he did sometimes when something had landed somewhere
he hadn't expected, and didn't yet know what to do with it.

“Okay,” he said, eventually. Quiet.

And so it was decided — without much ceremony, in the way most things at Ravenswood seemed to
get decided, through a kind of accumulating agreement rather than any formal vote. The day he'd
woken up in Panel Seven would be his birthday, from now on. Mrs. Patel wrote the date down,
carefully, on a small card, and gave it to him, and he kept it — Mrs. Hartwell saw it later, tucked into
the frame of the small mirror in his room, where he'd see it every morning.

The first birthday arrived a few weeks later.

Nobody made a great deal of it, in the lead-up — there was no countdown, no buildup, nothing that
might have made the boy anxious about an occasion he'd never experienced and had no template for.
But on the day itself, when he came down to dinner, the dining room was — not transformed, exactly.
Just slightly different. A few more people than usual had stayed for the evening meal instead of taking
trays to their rooms. There was a cake — a plain one, nothing elaborate, the kind the kitchen made
for any resident's birthday, with his name on it.

Except his name wasn't on it. Because nobody knew his name.
What was written on the cake, in the kitchen's careful icing, was simply: Happy Birthday.

The boy stood in the doorway for a moment, looking at it. Mrs. Hartwell, watching, saw him do the
thing he sometimes did — the careful stillness, the quick internal calculation — except this time, she
thought, watching his face, the calculation wasn't what is this going to cost me.
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[t was something more like: is this really for me?

“Come on, then,” Mr. Okonkwo said, gruffly, from his seat — gruff in the particular way that meant
the opposite of gruff. “It'll get warm, sitting there.”

The boy crossed the room and sat down, in his place, between Mr. Okonkwo and Mrs. Okafor, and
someone — Mrs. Patel, probably — started singing, the ordinary song, the one everyone knows, and
the rest of the table joined in, voices that didn't quite match each other, some stronger than others,
Mr. Reyes barely audible, Mrs. Albescu's voice, even now, carrying something of its old clarity.

The boy didn't sing. He sat very still, looking at the cake, at the candles — there were candles, Mrs.
Hartwell saw, someone had thought of candles — and when the song ended, and everyone looked at
him, expectant, he didn't seem to know what was expected.

“Make a wish,” Mrs. Patel said, gently. “And blow them out.”
“What do I wish for?”
“Whatever you like. You don't have to say it.”

The boy looked at the candles for a long moment. Mrs. Hartwell, watching from the doorway, found
that she was holding her breath, in a way she hadn't anticipated, and she wasn't entirely sure why —
except that something about this moment, this ordinary, small, plain moment, a cake and some
candles and a table full of old people singing slightly off-key, felt larger than its size, the way the
smallest rooms sometimes did.

The boy closed his eyes. Then he opened them, and leaned forward, and blew out the candles — all
of them, in one breath, the way children are supposed to, though nobody had told him that either; he
simply did it, the way you do something your body already seems to know, even when the rest of you
doesn't.

Everyone clapped. Not loudly — nothing at Ravenswood was ever loud — but warmly, the way you
clap for something that matters.

The boy looked around the table. At Mr. Okonkwo, gruffly pleased. At Mrs. Patel, smiling in the way
she smiled at the names on her list. At Mrs. Okafor, who reached over, briefly, and put her hand on
his shoulder — a small gesture, the kind she rarely allowed herself to receive and almost never
offered, but which she offered now, simply, without making it into a thing.

“Thank you,” the boy said. To all of them. His voice was steady, but Mrs. Hartwell, who was closest,
and who had learned to watch for these things, saw that his eyes were bright in a way they hadn't
been a moment before.

Nobody mentioned it. Nobody made it into a thing.

But later that evening, after the cake had been finished and the dishes cleared and most of the
residents had gone to their rooms, Mrs. Hartwell found the boy in the courtyard, sitting on the low
stone bench near the flowerbeds — the same kind of bench, she thought, as the one outside the
bakery, all those months ago, though he sat differently on this one, less braced, less ready to leave.

“Alright?” she asked, sitting down beside him — not too close, the way she'd learned to sit with him.
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“Nobody's ever done that before,” he said. “For me.”
“I know.”

“I didn't know what it was supposed to feel like. I don't think I knew it was supposed to feel like
anything.”

Mrs. Hartwell didn't say anything to that. There wasn't anything to say that wouldn't have made it
smaller.

They sat together for a while, in the courtyard, in the particular quiet of an evening that had been, in
every way that mattered, entirely ordinary, and entirely unlike anything that had come before it.

Chapter 23

The Home

It happened slowly, and then all at once, the way most true things did.

The boy had stopped thinking of his room as the room — Panel Seven, the number on the door, the
place he'd been given — and started thinking of it, without quite noticing the shift, as his room. The
distinction was small, and he couldn't have explained it if asked, but it was there: the difference
between a place you occupy and a place you return to.

He'd stopped flinching, too, at small kindnesses — the extra portion at dinner that somehow always
ended up near his plate, the way Priya saved him the window seat on the days the activity room ran
out of chairs, the way Mrs. Albescu had started keeping a second pair of headphones without anyone
discussing it. These things had once registered, for him, as transactions waiting to reveal their cost.
Now they simply registered as Tuesday. As Wednesday. As the texture of days that, increasingly,
didn't feel like they were happening to him so much as happening with him.

It was Mrs. Okafor, oddly, who said it first — Mrs. Okafor, who didn't say things easily, who'd spent
forty-three years being the person who did things rather than the person who said things about them.

They were in the corridor, the same corridor where she'd once gripped the handrail and insisted she
was fine, and the boy had asked her something small — whether she'd slept well, the kind of ordinary
question people ask each other in corridors — and she'd answered, and then, almost as an
afterthought, added:
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“You know, when my husband was alive, he used to ask me that. Every morning. Did you sleep alright.
[ never thought much of it, at the time. You don't, do you — the things people ask you every day. You
don't notice them until they stop.”

“And now?”

“Now you ask,” Mrs. Okafor said. Simply. Not making it into a thing. “Every morning. I noticed, a while
ago. [ don't think you noticed you were doing it.”

The boy hadn't noticed. He thought about it now — the mornings, the corridor, the small automatic
question that had become, without his realizing it, a habit.

“Is that okay?” he asked. “That I do that?”

Mrs. Okafor looked at him for a long moment — the look she gave things she was deciding whether
to say.

“It's more than okay,” she said. “It's—" she paused, searching, the way she searched for most things
that mattered. “It's family. That's what that is. That's what families do. They ask. Every day. Until it
stops being a question and starts being just — a sound two people make at each other, in the morning,
that means you matter, and I noticed you, and here we both still are.”

She didn't say anything else. She continued down the corridor, toward the dining room, and the boy
stood for a moment where he was, turning the word over.

Family.

He'd heard the word before, of course. He'd understood it, in the way you understand a word for
something you've never had — the way you might understand the word for a country you've never
visited, or a food you've never tasted. An idea, with edges, but no weight.

Standing in the corridor, he found that the word had weight now. It had a shape — the shape of an
empty chair at story night, of a cake with no name on it, of a small card tucked into the frame of his
mirror, of a corridor where someone asked, every morning, whether he'd slept alright, and meant it,
and expected an answer, and would notice — would actually notice — if one day there wasn't one.

He thought about Mrs. Hartwell, signing the forms, paying for a room and a number on a door.
He understood, now, standing in the corridor, that she hadn't been buying him a place to live.

She'd been buying him time. Time enough for this — for the chair, the cake, the corridor, the question
every morning — to happen. She couldn't have made any of it happen herself. Nobody could have. It
wasn't the kind of thing that could be purchased directly, or arranged, or planned.

It could only be given the chance to grow. And it had grown, slowly, the way things grow when
nobody's watching closely enough to notice until it's already there.

This was family. Not the word. The thing the word was for.
And he had it.
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Chapter 24

Mrs. Hartwell, Finally

He found her in the courtyard, on the bench by the flowerbeds — her usual spot now, in the evenings,
the same bench where she'd sat with him after his birthday.

“Can I ask you something?” he said, sitting down beside her.
“Of course.”
“Why me?”

[t was the question from the very beginning — the bench, the soup, the box of books. Why? He'd asked
ita dozen different ways, over the months, and she'd never quite answered it, not really, not in a way
that felt complete.

Mrs. Hartwell was quiet for a while. The evening was settling around them, the particular blue light
that comes before dark, and somewhere in the building behind them, a door closed, gently, the way
doors closed at Ravenswood.

“When I was young,” she said, eventually, “younger than you can probably imagine — [ was, for a
time, very poor. Not the kind of poor people talk about easily. The kind where you learn not to ask
for things, because asking only confirms that you don't have them.” She paused. “There was a woman,
in the building where we lived. Older than me, much older. She used to leave things — outside her
door, mostly. Things that looked like they'd been left by accident. A coat that was "too small for her
now.' A bag of apples that 'wouldn't keep.' Things like that.”

“Were they accidents?”

“No,” Mrs. Hartwell said. “Of course they weren't. But she never said so. Never made it into anything.
If I'd thanked her, she'd have looked at me as though she didn't know what [ meant.” She smiled,
faintly, at the memory. “I understood, even then, what she was doing. And I understood why she did
it that way — because if she'd done it any other way, | wouldn't have been able to take it. The not-
making-it-into-anything was the gift. As much as the coat, or the apples.”

“What happened to her?”

“I don't know. I moved away, eventually — we all did, around there, sooner or later. I never saw her
again. [ never even knew her name, properly — everyone just called her by the name of the street she
lived on, the way you do, sometimes, with people you don't really know but see every day.” She
paused again. “I thought about her, on the bench. The day you helped me with the groceries. I don't
know why — it had been sixty years, more, since I'd thought about her at all. But there you were,
helping, not asking for anything, and there [ was, an old woman with too many bags — and something
about it, the shape of it, was so familiar that I didn't even have to think about what to do next. I just
— did what she would have done. Bought you the soup. Made it look like an accident, almost.”

“It didn't, though,” the boy said. “Look like an accident. Not really.”
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“No,” Mrs. Hartwell agreed. “I was never as good at it as she was. But you took it anyway.”

They sat for a while in silence. The blue light deepened, and somewhere in the courtyard, the first of
the evening's lamps came on, automatically, the way they did every night, on their timer.

“That's not really an answer, though,” the boy said, eventually, gently. “About why. The soup — I
understand the soup. But this—" he gestured, vaguely, at the building behind them, at everything it
had come to mean. “This is different. This was — everything you had.”

Mrs. Hartwell was quiet for a long moment.

“You looked at me,” she said, finally, “the way she used to look at me. On the street, that first day. Most
people don't really look at an old woman dropping her groceries — they see the situation, and they
either help with the situation or they don't, but they don't really look at the person. You did. I could
tell. You weren't helping a situation. You were helping me.”

She paused.

“I don't think anyone had looked at me like that — really looked — in longer than I could say. My son
calls because he's supposed to. The staff here are kind, because it's their job to be kind, and because
most of them genuinely are kind people, but it's still — it's still a job. Nobody had simply looked at
me, the way you did, in years. Maybe longer.”

“And the soup was—"

“The soup was nothing. The soup was a reflex. I'd have done it for anyone, I think, who looked at me
that way.” She turned, slightly, to face him. “But then you came back. The glove. The box. Each time
— the same thing. You looked. You didn't have to. Nobody would have known, or minded, if you
hadn't. And each time, I thought — there it is again. That same thing. And I started to — I suppose |
started to feel, each time, a little more like the person that woman, all those years ago, must have
seen, when she looked at me.”

“Like you mattered.”

“Like I mattered,” Mrs. Hartwell agreed, quietly. “To someone. For no reason at all — not because I
was useful, or because I'd done anything to deserve it, or because anyone owed me anything. Just —
because.”

She was quiet for a moment.

“And then you were gone,” she said. “And I thought — I can't give that back to her. The woman from
the street. It's far too late, and [ never even knew her name. But you — I could do something, for you.
[ had something, finally, that I could give. And it felt — it felt like the only thing, in eighty-one years,
that I'd ever been entirely certain was the right thing to do.”

The boy didn't say anything for a while.

“You looked through me,” he said, eventually, very quietly. “Sorry — I don't mean—" he paused,
searching for the words. “ mean — everyone looked through me. My whole life. I was just — around.
A thing on the edge of things. And you—"
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“I'looked at you,” Mrs. Hartwell finished, gently.
“Yeah.”

They sat together, on the bench, as the light went fully blue, and then began, slowly, to fade toward
dark, and neither of them said anything else, because there wasn't anything else that needed to be
said.

It was, the boy thought, the first conversation he'd ever had where the silence at the end of it felt like
part of the conversation — not an absence, but a kind of completion, the way a held note finally
resolves.

He reached over, after a while, and took her hand — the one with the swollen knuckles, the one that
had once held out a cup of soup to a boy on a wall, certain it would be refused.

She didn't say anything. She simply held his hand back, and they sat together, in the dark, in the
courtyard, at Ravenswood, which was — for both of them, now, in every way that mattered — home.
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PART VI — THE LAST STORY

Chapter 25

Decline

[t started with small things, the way it always seems to.

Mrs. Hartwell missed a Tuesday — the walk to the market, the one she'd kept up for years, rain or
shine, the walk that had started all of this. She said she was tired, that day, and would go Wednesday
instead. On Wednesday, she said the same thing.

The boy noticed. He noticed most things, by now, and he noticed this — the missed Tuesday, and then
the missed Wednesday, and the way Mrs. Hartwell, when he asked if she was alright, said fine, just
tired, in a tone that was almost, but not quite, the tone she'd always used.

He noticed that she'd started taking the elevator instead of the stairs to the dining room — one floor,
a distance she'd always managed easily, on principle, because she didn't like to rely on things she
didn't have to rely on. He noticed that her portions at dinner had gotten smaller, and that nobody
commented on it, which itself seemed like a kind of comment.

He noticed, most of all, that Priya had started coming to check on her more often — not obviously,
nothing dramatic, just a few extra minutes here and there, a hand on the shoulder that lingered
slightly longer than it used to.

“Is she sick?” the boy asked Priya, one afternoon, in the corridor.
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Priya didn't answer right away, which was itself an answer.

“She's eighty-two,” Priya said, eventually, gently. “People her age — sometimes things just start to
slow down. It's not always one thing you can point to and fix.”

“But something's different. Recently.”
“Yes,” Priya admitted. “Something's different.”

The boy didn't ask anything else. He went and found Mrs. Hartwell, in her room, sitting in the chair
by the window — her usual chair, her usual spot — and he sat down in the other chair, the one that
had been brought in for him, weeks ago, without anyone discussing it, and they sat together for a
while without saying anything.

“You don't have to pretend,” he said, eventually. “I notice things.”

Mrs. Hartwell looked at him. Something in her face — not quite a smile, but close to it —
acknowledged this.

“I know you do,” she said.
“Is it bad?”

“It's not — sudden,” she said, carefully. “It's not an emergency, if that's what you mean. It's more that
['m — running down. Slowly. The way clocks do, eventually, no matter how well you wind them.” She
paused. “The doctor used a few more words than that, but that's the shape of it.”

“How long?”

“Nobody knows that, exactly. Could be a while yet. Could be less.” She reached over and patted his
hand, the way she used to do, in the early days, when she still half-expected him to flinch away. “I'd
rather not spend whatever time there is being sad about it in advance, if it's all the same to you.
There'll be time enough for sad later, | imagine.”

The boy didn't say anything for a while. Outside the window, the courtyard looked the same as it
always did — the flowerbeds, the bench, the lamps that would come on automatically, later, on their
timer.

“Okay,” he said, finally. The same word he'd used on his first day, in this same room, in this same
chair. But it meant something different now, and they both knew it.

Chapter 26

The Question
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The question arrived sideways, the way hard questions did at Ravenswood — not asked directly, but
circling, in the careful, oblique way the residents had of approaching things too large to look at head-
on.

It was Mr. Okonkwo who came closest to saying it outright, one evening, after story night, when most
people had gone to their rooms and only he and the boy remained in the lounge.

“The sponsorship,” Mr. Okonkwo said, not looking at the boy directly, looking instead at his own
hands, folded in his lap. “It's hers. Mrs. Hartwell's. The arrangement — the room, all of it. It's tied to

”

her.
“I know,” the boy said.

“I don't know how these things work, exactly. The continuance business. But I'd imagine — when a
sponsor is no longer—” he paused, choosing the word carefully, “—present, there are usually
questions. About what happens to the arrangement. Whether it continues, or whether it—" he didn't
finish.

“I don't know either,” the boy admitted. “I haven't asked.”
“Maybe you should.”
“I don't want to make her think about it. She said she didn't want to be sad in advance.”

“That's not quite the same as not thinking about it,” Mr. Okonkwo said, gently. “She's probably already
thought about it. People her age — when they know time is short, they think about everything. The
things they say out loud are usually just the ones they've decided not to burden anyone else with.”

The boy turned this over.
“You think she's already worked it out. What happens to me.”

“I think,” Mr. Okonkwo said, carefully, “that Mrs. Hartwell is not the kind of person who would do
something as large as what she did for you, and then leave the most important part unfinished. But I
also think — if you want to know for certain, you'll probably have to ask. Some things, even the most
thoughtful people don't say out loud unless somebody gives them the opening.”

The boy thought about this for a long time, that night, in his room — his room, Panel Seven, the
number on the door that had stopped meaning temporary a long time ago.

He didn't ask the next day, or the day after that. But a few days later, sitting with Mrs. Hartwell in the
courtyard, in the blue evening light, he found the opening — or maybe it found him.

“What happens to Panel Seven?” he asked. “After. If—" he didn't finish the sentence either, the way
Mr. Okonkwo hadn't.

Mrs. Hartwell didn't seem surprised by the question. If anything, she seemed almost relieved, the way
people sometimes are when a thing they've been carrying gets set down, finally, by someone else's
hands.

“I spoke to Mr. Aldous,” she said. “A few weeks ago. Before — well. Before I knew, exactly, how things
were going. But I'd been meaning to ask, regardless.” She paused. “The sponsorship can be

50



transferred. Or — endowed, is the word he used. There's a way to make it permanent. Not tied to any
one person.”

“Permanent how?”

“There's a fund,” Mrs. Hartwell said. “At Ravenswood. For residents whose families — for whatever
reason — aren't able to manage things, financially, toward the end. It's not large. But it exists. And it
can be added to.” She looked at him. “I added to it. What's left — after my own arrangements here are
settled — goes into that fund. And the fund, in turn, maintains your placement. Indefinitely. It's not
tied to me, anymore. It's tied to the room. To Panel Seven, and whoever is in it.”

The boy was quiet for a moment.

“So I get to stay,” he said. “No matter what.”

“You get to stay,” Mrs. Hartwell confirmed. “No matter what.”
“Even after—"

“Even after,” she said, gently. “Yes.”

The boy looked out at the courtyard — the flowerbeds, the bench, the lamps not yet lit. He thought
about the word permanent, and how strange it sounded, applied to him — a word he'd never had any
reason to use about anything in his life, before this.

“Thank you,” he said. It seemed like such a small thing to say, for something so large. But Mrs.
Hartwell, beside him, only nodded, the way she nodded at most things that mattered — simply,
without making it into anything more than it needed to be.

Chapter 27

The Table

The evening that everyone, afterward, would think of as the evening — though nobody, at the time,
knew it would be — began the way most evenings at Ravenswood began: with dinner, and then story
night, in the lounge, the chairs in their half-circle.

Mrs. Hartwell came to dinner that night, which she hadn't always managed, recently — some
evenings she took a tray in her room, and nobody remarked on it, the way nobody remarked on most
things at Ravenswood. But that evening, she came, and she sat in her usual spot, and she ate more
than she had in days, and there was something in the air at the table — not sad, exactly, but charged,
somehow, the way the air feels before weather changes, even when the sky still looks the same.
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At story night, she sat near the boy — closer than usual, though neither of them said anything about
it — and the stories went around the circle the way they always did. Mr. Okonkwo and the ferry. Mrs.
Patel and the names from her list — she'd gotten three replies, by now, to the letters she'd eventually
sent, and she read a little from one of them, a woman now in her sixties who remembered, with
surprising clarity, a kindness Mrs. Patel herself had entirely forgotten. Mrs. Albescu played a little of
the recording, the same recording, though by now everyone knew it well enough to hum along,
quietly, in the parts they recognized.

Mr. Reyes, when his turn came, was quiet for a moment — and then, for the first time since the boy
had known him, he told a story. Not the story — not the letter, not the unit, not the thing he'd carried
for so long. But something else: a small memory, from before all of that, a friend, a joke, an afternoon
that had nothing to do with guilt at all. It was a short story, and not a remarkable one, on its surface.
But everyone understood, without anyone saying so, what it meant that he'd told it — that
somewhere, in the writing of a letter that would never be sent, something had loosened, just slightly,
enough to let an ordinary memory back in.

Mrs. Okafor didn't tell a story that night. But she sat close to the boy, the way she had in the corridor,
present without hovering, and at one point, without comment, she reached over and adjusted the
blanket over Mrs. Hartwell's knees — a small gesture, the kind she'd spent forty-three years
performing for others and rarely allowed herself to perform anymore, except, it seemed, for people
she'd come to think of as more than patients.

When it was Mrs. Hartwell's turn, she was quiet for a long moment.

“I don't think I have a story tonight,” she said, finally. “Just — I wanted to say. Looking around this
room.” She paused, and her eyes moved, slowly, around the circle — Mr. Okonkwo, Mrs. Patel, Mrs.
Albescu, Mr. Reyes, Mrs. Okafor, and finally, the boy, beside her. “I've lived here six years. Longer than
that, if you count the years before any of you arrived. And I don't think I ever thought of this room —
this circle, these chairs — as anything in particular. It was just where the evenings happened.”

She paused again.
“I don't think that anymore.”

Nobody said anything. The boy, beside her, found that he was holding very still — the old stillness,
the one from before, except that it didn't feel like bracing for something, anymore. It felt like simply
not wanting to disturb a moment that mattered.

“That's all,” Mrs. Hartwell said, after a moment, and the slight catch in her voice was the only sign of
anything beyond the words themselves. “That's all | wanted to say.”

The circle was quiet for a moment. Then Mr. Okonkwo, in his gruff way, said, “Well. I suppose it's my
turn again, then,” and launched into another story about the ferry — a different one this time, lighter,
something about a mishap with a delivery of paint — and the room, gently, found its way back to its
ordinary rhythm, the way rivers find their way around a stone.

But the boy, sitting beside Mrs. Hartwell, noticed that she reached over, at some point during Mr.
Okonkwo's story, and took his hand — the way he'd taken hers, in the courtyard, weeks before —
and held it, lightly, for the rest of the evening.

52



Chapter 28

The Last Story

She died two nights later, in her sleep, in her own room, the way she'd said, more than once, that she
hoped to.

Priya found her in the morning. There was no drama to it — no alarm, no rush, nothing that disturbed
the quiet of the corridor. Priya simply came out of the room, after a few minutes, and found Mrs.
Hartwell's usual chair in the courtyard already occupied by someone who needed, gently, to be told.

The boy was in the courtyard when Priya came to find him. He'd been there since early — he often
was, in the mornings, before breakfast, sitting on the bench by the flowerbeds, watching the light
change.

He knew, before Priya said anything. He would think about this, later — how he'd known, the way he
sometimes simply knew things, the way he'd known, on the bench, all those months ago, that the
woman with the spilled groceries was tired in a way that had nothing to do with the bags.

“She went peacefully,” Priya said, sitting down beside him, not rushing into it, the way Priya did most
things. “In her sleep. I don't think she—" Priya paused. “I don't think there was any pain. [ wanted
you to know that.”

The boy nodded. He didn't say anything for a while.
“Can I see her?” he asked, eventually.
“Of course.”

He went up, with Priya, to the room he'd first woken up in — though it hadn't been his room for a
long time, not really; Mrs. Hartwell had moved into it years before he arrived, and he'd only ever
known it as her room, the one with the desk by the window where she wrote letters to her son, the
one with the chair where she sat to watch the courtyard.

She looked, he thought, very peaceful. Not different, exactly — just still, in a way that was different
from her usual stillness, the stillness of someone who had simply, finally, stopped.

He sat with her for a while. Nobody hurried him.
“Thank you,” he said, eventually, quietly, to the room, to her, to all of it. “For looking at me.”

He didn't cry. He thought, afterward, that he probably should have — that this seemed like the kind
of moment that called for it. But what he felt, sitting there, wasn't quite sadness, or wasn't only that.
[t was something more like the feeling at the end of a long story — the specific quiet that comes when
something has been completed, fully, in the way it was always going to be completed, and there's
nothing left undone, nothing left unsaid, nothing that needs, urgently, to happen next.

She had done what she set out to do. She had looked at him, the way someone had once looked at her,
sixty years before, and the looking had become a room, and a number on a door, and a chair at story
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night, and a cake with no name on it, and a corridor where someone asked, every morning, whether
you'd slept alright.

She had looked at him. And he had become, because of it, someone worth looking at.

That was the whole of it. It didn't need anything added to it.

Chapter 29

The Boy in Panel Seven

The funeral was small — Mrs. Hartwell had not wanted anything large, and her son came, with his
wife, and stood somewhat apart from the residents of Ravenswood, in the careful way of someone
attending an event he didn't entirely understand the shape of.

He spoke to the boy, briefly, afterward — the first time they'd ever met. He didn't say much. He looked
at the boy for a long moment, the way people had started looking at the boy, over these months —
really looking — and whatever he saw seemed to settle something in him, some question he'd
evidently been carrying since the phone call, all those months ago, the one that had started with you
want to do what?

“She seemed happy,” he said, finally. “At the end. Happier than I'd—" he stopped. “Happier than I'd
seen her, in a long time. [ wanted you to know I noticed that.”

The boy nodded. “She was happy,” he said. “I think — I think we both were.”

The son didn't say anything else. But before he left, he shook the boy's hand — a small, formal gesture,
the kind adults exchanged with each other, not usually with children — and the boy understood, in
the shaking of it, something that didn't need to be said out loud: an acknowledgment, of sorts. A
passing of something, from one set of hands to another.

That evening — the same day, because Ravenswood didn't believe in letting too much time pass
before returning to the rhythms that held everything together — there was dinner, as always. And
after dinner, story night, in the lounge, the chairs in their half-circle.

There was an empty chair.

Mrs. Hartwell's chair — the one she'd always sat in, near the boy, the one she'd occupied just two
nights before, holding his hand while Mr. Okonkwo told a story about paint.

Nobody moved it. Nobody filled it. It simply sat there, empty, the way the boy's chair had once sat
empty, before it stopped being empty — except that this emptiness, the boy understood, watching it,
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wasn't the same kind. This wasn't a space waiting to be filled. This was a space that had been filled,
completely, for as long as it needed to be, and was now, simply, marking that it had been.

The boy sat in his usual place. Mr. Okonkwo, beside him, cleared his throat.
“I think,” Mr. Okonkwo said, “it's someone's turn.”

The boy looked at the empty chair. Then around the circle — at Mrs. Patel, at Mrs. Albescu, at Mr.
Reyes, at Mrs. Okafor, all of them looking back at him, not expectantly, exactly, but with the quiet
readiness of people who had, between them, told a great many stories, and understood, now, that
there was a different kind of story that needed telling, and that it might, this time, need to come from
him.

The boy thought about Mrs. Hartwell. About the bench, and the soup, and the glove, and the box of
books. About waking up in a small room with grey light coming through the window, certain it was a
trick. About a chair that had appeared, one evening, in a half-circle, exactly the right size. About a cake
with no name on it, and candles he hadn't known how to wish on. About a corridor, and a question,
asked every morning, that meant you matter, and I noticed you, and here we both still are.

He thought about all of it — the whole shape of it, beginning to end, the bench to the bed to the room
to the chair to the table to this moment, now, in the lounge, with an empty chair beside him and a
circle of people waiting.

“Did she ever tell you,” the boy said, slowly, to the room, “about the first time we met?”

Nobody had heard this story. Mrs. Hartwell had never told it — not at story night, not anywhere. It
belonged, until now, only to the two of them.

“There were these bags,” the boy said. “And they split, on the curb. And everyone just — walked past.”

He told it the way Mrs. Hartwell would have told it, he thought — plainly, without making it into more
than it was. The bench. The soup, and how he hadn't trusted it. The glove, the box of books, do you
live near here, around. He told it slowly, carefully, the way you tell something you want to get exactly
right, because it's the last time you'll have all the pieces in front of you in quite this way.

And when he reached the end — the part where she'd asked him, for the first time, why, and he'd told
her I don't entirely know either, but I couldn't simply not do anything — when he reached that part,
he found that the room was very quiet, and that several of the residents were not quite looking at
him, the way people don't quite look at each other when something has moved them more than
they're ready to show.

“That's it,” the boy said, simply, when he'd finished. “That's the story.”
There was a pause.

“That,” Mrs. Patel said, finally, gently, “is a very good story.”

“It's not finished, though,” the boy said. “I don't think it's finished.”

“No,” Mr. Okonkwo agreed. “I don't suppose it is.”
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The empty chair sat beside him, in the half-circle, in the lounge, at Ravenswood — not filled, not yet,
but not entirely empty either, in the way that chairs that have held someone important never quite
are, afterward.

The boy looked at it for a moment. Then he looked around the circle, at the people who had become,
in ways none of them had planned or chosen or even quite noticed happening, his family — and he
understood, sitting there, that the story Mrs. Hartwell had started, all those months ago, on a bench,
with a glove and a cup of soup, was not a story that ended.

[t was a story that continued. The way stories at Ravenswood always continued — passed around a
circle, added to, carried forward, by whoever happened to be sitting in the chairs when it was their
turn.

Someday, the boy thought — not soon, but someday — there would be someone new. Someone the
world had walked past, the way the world had walked past him, on a bench, on an ordinary Tuesday.
And there would be a chair, somewhere, that fit them exactly, because someone had thought to leave
it.

And when that happened, the boy understood, sitting in his place, in Panel Seven, in the home that
had become, against every probability, exactly what its name had always almost meant—

he would be the one holding it open.
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