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	DISCLAIMER

	This is a fiction work. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner.

	 Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 

	The views and opinions expressed herein are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views or opinions of any other entity.

	 This story contains mature themes and is intended for adult readers.

	Reader discretion is advised.
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CHAPTER 1 — I KNOW

	 

	 

	The call comes at twelve-fourteen on a Thursday.

	Simone is in the parking lot of Halverson & Reed with a sandwich she hasn't opened yet and twenty-two minutes left of the lunch hour she always spends in her car because the break room is too loud and her desk is too close to her computer and sometimes you need twenty-two minutes of nothing in particular. She has the seat pushed back an inch. The radio is off. She is watching a pigeon work something out of a crack in the asphalt near the curb and thinking, with the unfocused pleasantness of a person whose morning was productive and whose afternoon is manageable, that it is good to know what you want that specifically.

	The phone rings.

	Unknown name. Local number. She almost doesn't pick up. She picks up.

	"Is this Simone Vega?" A woman's voice. Clear. Steady in the way that sometimes means prepared.

	"Yes."

	A pause — not long, maybe two seconds — and then the woman says her name and why she's calling and Simone understands within the first four words what kind of call this is. The kind you spend some portion of your life knowing is possible and some larger portion of your life deciding is not coming for you specifically because you are not the person things like this happen to or because things like this do not happen to people who have put in the kind of careful consistent work that you have at being present and honest and available, which is the particular cruelty of it, that you can be all of those things and still receive this call in a parking lot on a Thursday at twelve-fourteen with a sandwich in your lap.

	The woman — Petra — does not perform what she is saying. She names what happened. She names the duration, which is five months. She names where, which Simone's mind files away and does not open. She says it all in the voice of someone who has been deciding to make this call for long enough that the deciding is finished and only the doing remains.

	Then she says: "I thought you should know before he found a way not to tell you."

	Then she waits.

	Simone says three sentences.

	We do not hear them.

	What we have instead is the specific physical fact of Simone's body in the car during those sentences — the seatbelt pressing into her sternum even though she is not moving and has not been moving and the car has been parked for eleven minutes before this call and will remain parked for eleven minutes after it. The sound of everything going slightly underwater. Not loud underwater. Not dramatic. The particular muffled quality of a world that is still producing sound but that sound has lost its relationship to meaning for the moment and you hear it the way you hear something through a closed door. The texture of the steering wheel under her right hand — she has a hand on the steering wheel for no functional reason, the car is parked, but her hand found it at some point during Petra's first sentence and has stayed there, and what she is aware of is the specific temperature and give of the leather and the ridge where the cover meets the inner ring, which she has gripped on every drive for two years without noticing it until right now.

	The call ends.

	She puts the phone face down on the passenger seat.

	She looks through the windshield.

	A woman in a green coat crosses the parking lot in front of her car. Simone watches her reach the far curb and turn left. Forty seconds later the woman in the green coat crosses back the other direction. Simone watches this too. She doesn't know why she's watching. She doesn't know why she counts. She counts.

	That is eleven minutes.

	She does not drive home. She is not sure what home means for the next few minutes. She does not drive away into something unspecified, which is what a person who is falling apart does — drives away, toward nothing, because the self has come loose from its usual coordinates and needs to find new ones in motion. She is not doing that. She knows, with a clarity that surprises her, exactly where she is going.

	She starts the car.

	 

	The Broken Asphalt clubhouse sits at the back of an industrial lot on the west side of Caldwell, flanked on one side by a storage facility with a chain-link perimeter and on the other by a tire shop that opens at six and closes at two for reasons that have never been explained and that nobody has ever asked about. The lot itself is cracked concrete and good drainage and about forty square feet of gravel that never stays where it's put because boots and tires move it constantly and nobody replaces it, just redistributes it, the way clubs tend to handle problems generally. Six bikes are lined up along the south wall. Two trucks in the back. A dented white van that belongs to nobody specific and everybody uses.

	Simone has pulled into this lot seventy or eighty times. She has a reliable sense of how it feels to pull into this lot, the specific combination of familiar and braced that comes with any place that has rules you learned slowly and follow without thinking. She parks. She sits in the car for thirty seconds. Then she gets out.

	The common room runs the length of the front of the building. Long room, low ceiling, the smell of coffee and cigarette residue and machine oil that has soaked so thoroughly into the walls it is structural now, part of what the room is made of. Two pool tables at the far end, neither of them in use. A bar along the left wall — more of a counter, really, with stools and a speed rack and a television mounted in the corner showing a sports channel at low volume that nobody is watching. Fluorescent light with one tube that has been cycling through the process of dying for so long it has become a permanent feature, something between light and not-light.

	Four brothers at the back table: Decker with his back to the door, two men Simone knows by road name and not much else, and a fourth she doesn't recognize. Cards face down in front of them, a hand interrupted or finished, she can't tell which. They look up when she comes in.

	Anchor is at the bar. She has always registered him the same way — a solid, unhurried presence, the kind that occupies space without expanding into it. He is reading something on his phone with the expression of a man who has learned to look occupied when he is actually paying attention to a room. He glances up. His expression does not change but something behind it adjusts.

	The two prospects are near the door, and Simone registers them peripherally as she passes, young men performing the kind of invisible competence that prospects perform when they have just enough rank to be present and not enough to be noticed.

	Cole is at the back of the room. Not at the table with the four brothers — separate, standing near the far wall with a cup in his hand and something in his posture that is the specific quality of a man between tasks, not waiting exactly, just occupying the moment before the next thing. He sees her come in.

	He does not move.

	She walks to the bar. The floor is fifteen feet of concrete and she crosses it without hurrying and without hesitating, which is the only pace available to her right now, the pace of someone who has decided something and is in the process of doing it. Her handbag is over her shoulder. She is still in her work clothes. She has the sandwich in the car.

	She reaches the bar.

	She opens her bag.

	His key is on her ring — has been for two years, a standard cut house key with a piece of blue tape on it from when she labeled it the first week and then stopped thinking of it as a labeled key and started thinking of it as just a key. She works it off the ring. She doesn't fumble. Her hands are steady in the way that hands sometimes go steady when the rest of a person is the opposite of steady, when the body decides that something needs to keep functioning and makes a delegation decision.

	She sets the key on the bar.

	The sound it makes when it contacts the wood is small. It would not be audible across a loud room. The room is not loud. It is audible.

	She turns toward Cole.

	She looks at him.

	Four seconds. She is counting again, which is a thing she appears to be doing today without choosing to. She looks at him for four seconds and in those four seconds he is available to her in the way a person is available when they have gone very still — she can see all of him, his face and his hands and the set of his shoulders and the cup he is holding that he has forgotten he is holding. He is not performing anything. His face is doing something she has only seen it do a few times before, something that is not emotion exactly but is what happens to his face when emotion is present in sufficient quantity that suppression becomes impossible and the closest he can get to managing it is stillness.

	She has seen that face twice before. Once at his father's birthday, sitting at a table full of people, not saying anything. Once in their apartment at two in the morning when she was sick and he didn't know she was awake and she watched him sit in the chair across the room with his elbows on his knees doing nothing at all.

	She knows what that face means. She has always known what that face means.

	She says: "I know."

	She turns. She walks to the door. The two prospects step back automatically, the particular trained responsiveness of men who have learned to read a room, and she moves between them and through the door and it swings shut behind her.

	Not a slam.

	The door has a pneumatic closer on it — the arm kind, silver, bolted to the frame, the kind you find on commercial and institutional doors, something someone installed years ago and nobody has touched since. It does what it was designed to do. It closes at its own pace: controlled, certain, without drama.

	The sound of it settling into the frame is ordinary. The sound of a door completing the motion it was built to complete.

	Inside, it is very quiet.

	Outside, Simone walks to her car. The gravel shifts under her shoes. One of the bikes near the wall ticks as it cools from its last ride. She gets in. She sits. She looks at the sandwich on the passenger seat — turkey on sourdough from the deli three blocks from the firm, the same thing she orders Tuesdays and Thursdays, a consistency she maintains because it removes one decision from a day that is otherwise full of them.

	She picks it up. She puts it in her bag.

	She starts the car.

	She pulls out of the lot without looking back at the building, not because she is being deliberate about it, but because the building is behind her and she is looking at what is in front of her, which is the street and then the road and then whatever comes next, none of which she can see yet from here.

	She drives.

	 


CHAPTER 2 — BEFORE IT BROKE 

	 

	 

	This is the evening before.

	Simone doesn't know it is the evening before. She knows it is Tuesday, which means she has been behind on the Alvarez supplemental brief since Monday morning and the gap between where the filing is and where it needs to be has been narrowing all day in a way that feels like progress and probably is, except that she can't see the end of it yet and not being able to see the end of something is its own kind of weight that she carries differently than other weights, up in her left shoulder, which is pulled about three-quarters of an inch higher than the right one. She has not noticed this herself. She rarely does.

	Her notes cover two-thirds of the kitchen table in the specific topography of her working mode — not chaotic, because nothing Simone does is actually chaotic, but dense, layered, cross-referenced by a color system that lives entirely in her head and that she has never explained to anyone because she has never needed to. Yellow is statute. Blue is case precedent. Red is opposing counsel's weakest point, which in the Alvarez matter is procedural rather than substantive, which means she has more red notes than she would prefer. Three legal pads. A printed motion with her margin notations from this morning. Two pens and one that's out of ink but that she keeps picking up anyway because it's the right weight in her hand.

	The apartment is the specific quiet of a weeknight. Not silent — the refrigerator's low hum, the occasional muffled sound of the building settling, the faint wash of a television through the wall from the unit next door. Quiet that has texture. Quiet she knows.

	She has been at the table since six-fifteen. It is now nine-forty.

	She hears the front door.

	Cole doesn't announce himself when he comes home. He never has. She has never needed him to — she hears the specific sound of his key in the lock, which is distinguishable from any other sound a key makes in any other lock, and then the door, and then the moment of quiet while he takes off his boots in the entry, which he does without turning on the light, which means he has memorized the location of the boot tray without ever consciously noting it. She hears all of this while her eyes are on the red margin note she is working through. She does not look up. Neither of them requires this.

	She hears him go to the kitchen.

	She registers this as background, the way you register familiar sequences. Cole going to the kitchen when he comes home means he is getting water or he is checking if she has eaten, both of which he does without stating them as intentions, without making them into offers that require responses. He just checks. He just does.

	She doesn't hear him come back out right away. A beat — twenty seconds, maybe — the sound of the tap and then the particular small sounds of the kitchen being used carefully, someone moving around a space without wanting to disturb what is already happening in the next room.

	Then she hears him coming back.

	She is reading the red note. She does not look up when he stops beside the table.

	He sets something down to the left of her notes. The specific sound of ceramic on wood — light, deliberate, placed not put down. She hears him already turning away.

	She looks up.

	The mug is the one she uses for tea. The heavy one, cream-colored, slightly misshapen in the way of things made by hand before someone decided they needed to be consistent. He filled it from the kettle, not the tap, which means he set the kettle before the mug, which means the twenty seconds in the kitchen was him waiting for the water. Steam comes off it in a thin column that bends slightly in the draft from the window she cracked earlier.

	Her brand. The one from the second shelf, right side. Not his. He does not drink tea. He buys it and keeps the second shelf stocked when it runs low, does this in the same way he does other things she uses — without commentary, without noting that he's done it, without it becoming an item in some ongoing ledger of consideration. He just keeps the shelf stocked because she drinks tea and the shelf is where it goes.

	Cole is already moving toward the back of the apartment. She can see the set of his shoulders as he goes, the cut he is still wearing because he came straight from the club, the particular way he carries himself at the end of a long day — not tired exactly, more compacted, like a man who has been taking up less space than usual for hours and hasn't had the chance to expand back out.

	She did not thank him. There was no window for it — he put the mug down and turned and was already gone in the time it took her to look up. He did not wait to be thanked. He did not structure the moment so that gratitude was possible because he was not doing it for gratitude. He was doing it because it was nine-forty and she had been at the table since before dinner and her left shoulder was up and he had noticed what she had not noticed about herself and he did the thing that addressed it, which was not to tell her about it or ask about it or make it a conversation. Which was to make the tea and put it where she could reach it without breaking her stride.

	This is what his love looks like.

	Not speeches. Not occasions. Not the version of itself that shows up when showing up is easy or convenient or public. The version that shows up at nine-forty on a Tuesday in the draft from a cracked window, without ceremony, without being seen completing itself.

	She picks up the mug. She goes back to the red margin note.

	Later she will not be able to say what he ate that evening or whether they spoke before she came to bed, which was after midnight, after the brief was somewhere she could leave it until morning. She will remember the mug beside the yellow notes. She will remember the steam.

	She will not know, going to sleep, that in eighteen hours she will be in a parking lot holding a steering wheel.

	 

	The moving company comes at eight.

	She called them Wednesday evening, from the new apartment she secured Thursday morning — a two-bedroom on Archer Street, third floor, east-facing, available immediately, which she understood to mean that something about it made other people look elsewhere, and she understood equally that whatever that something was, it was not her problem. She needed a space that had no history. Available immediately is what that looks like from the outside.

	She spent Thursday night in it on an air mattress from the storage unit she rented in 2019 and never fully unpacked, with a sheet and the pillow from her gym bag and her work clothes for Friday laid over a box because there was no chair. She slept from two to six-fifteen. She didn't think about the quality of the sleep because she wasn't thinking about sleep. She was thinking about how to separate what was hers from what was shared, which she had started at the apartment at nine Wednesday evening and finished at one Thursday morning — four hours of standing in rooms making decisions without a system, which is the one thing she is not good at, but which she managed because the alternative was not managing it.

	The moving company sends three men. They are professional and impersonal in the way of people who spend their working lives moving other people's lives and have learned to make no assumptions about what they are moving or why. They bring the truck. They carry the boxes she stacked near the door. They carry the furniture she flagged with blue tape — her dresser, the reading chair from the bedroom that was hers before it was theirs, the bookshelf from the second bedroom she used as a study. The kitchen table was his. She did not put blue tape on the kitchen table.

	She is systematic. She is not frantic. These are different conditions.

	Being frantic means something has come loose. Nothing in Simone has come loose. What is true is that she has been operating since Wednesday afternoon on a clarity that she does not have a name for — a state in which the things that need to happen are visible to her in sequence and she is working through the sequence and the sequence is working. It is not the absence of what she is carrying. It is the presence of something else running alongside it, something that has decided this moment in particular will not be the one where she stops being able to function.

	She will deal with what she is carrying later. She knows this. Later is not now.

	The truck is full by eleven-forty. She walks through the apartment.

	The bedroom first. His things on his side, her side clear. The closet is her empty half and his full half and the division is so clean that she thinks — not for the first time in the hours she spent here separating — that the separability of two lives depends entirely on how much they mixed, and she and Cole had maintained, without ever discussing it, a certain categorical clarity. His shelf. Her shelf. His truck. Her car. The ledger is not unkind. It is what it is.

	The kitchen. The mugs — she took hers and left his. The coffee, his. The tea. She stops at the second shelf, right side. Her tea. A full box and an opened one behind it, recently restocked, she can tell from the positioning. She looks at it without touching it. Then she closes the cabinet and does not take the tea.

	She cannot explain this. She does not try to.

	She walks back to the front of the apartment. His furniture still in position. His coats on the hook with the space where her coat was.

	And his jacket.

	The dark brown one. Not his cut — his cut lives on the back of the bedroom chair where it goes when he takes it off at night and she would not have touched it. This jacket is older, broken in past the point of stiffness into something that moves like a second skin. She has slept in this jacket on more mornings than she could accurately count — wore it to make coffee, wore it to the corner store in winter when she didn't want to find her own coat and it was right there and she put it on and it smelled like him, which belongs to a category she is not opening today.

	She reaches for it. Lifts it off the hook. Starts to add it to the things she is leaving.

	Then she goes back for it.

	She takes it off the hook. She finds the brown paper bag from under the kitchen sink and she puts the jacket inside and she folds the top of the bag down twice, neatly, pressing the crease flat with her fingers.

	She calls Maya.

	Maya picks up on the second ring with the readiness of a younger sister who has learned that calls from Simone on weekday mornings are either administrative or significant and either way she should answer.

	Simone says: "Can you come by the apartment on Corbin? I need you to leave something for Cole."

	Not could you. Not would you mind. She says can you in the tone she uses for things that are going to happen and just need a logistics confirmation.

	Maya says: "I'm on my way."

	She doesn't ask what. She doesn't ask why Simone is doing the errand through her rather than directly. She is on her way and that is what Maya's love looks like — logistical and present and requiring no explanation to show up.

	Maya arrives twenty minutes later. She looks at Simone in the way of a person reading a situation she is not yet ready to name. She looks at the stripped apartment. She looks at the bag in Simone's hands.

	Simone holds it out.

	"Can you leave this for him. His key is inside with it."

	Maya takes the bag with both hands, careful, the way you hold something when you understand it is heavier than it appears. She doesn't look inside. She says: "Okay." Nothing else. No script for the moment, no I'm sorry or I'm proud of you or I'm here for whatever you need — because Simone's face is not asking for a script. It is asking for the bag to be taken and delivered and that is what Maya is going to do.

	She goes.

	Simone does not cry. She does not sit down. She picks up her keys and her bag and walks out of the apartment and the door closes behind her with the sound of a mechanism working correctly, which is no sound at all.

	She takes the stairs.

	She drives to Archer Street. The movers have already brought everything up. The apartment has boxes and her dresser and the reading chair and the bookshelf, and all of it needs to be unpacked and arranged and the kitchen needs to have things in it, but not today. She sets what she brought from her car in the middle of the main room and looks at the space — no history in it, none, just paint and floor and afternoon light coming through the east-facing window at a low angle that will be different in the morning.

	She goes to the bedroom. The bed is assembled, her sheet already on it from the movers who did not ask and just made the bed because it was there to be made. She gets in fully clothed. She looks at the ceiling. The ceiling gives her nothing back.

	She is asleep by eight-fifteen.

	 

	Cole comes home at nine.

	He has been at the club since noon. The legitimization filing needed a second signature for the county variance and that was handled at two, but the afternoon became an evening the way evenings at the club become evenings — incrementally, by accumulation, one thing resolved and another presenting itself until it is nine o'clock and you are the last one who needed to be there. He is not unaware of the time. He is choosing, in the way he has been choosing for months, which of the things he is aware of he is going to do something about and in what order.

	He puts his key in the lock. The lock turns the way it always turns.

	He pushes the door open.

	The jacket is on the hook.

	This registers before anything else — before his eyes have adjusted to the entry light, before he has taken in the apartment beyond the entry. The jacket is on the hook where he left it this morning and for two seconds this is just a fact, just a thing his eyes report, the jacket is on the hook.

	Then his eyes move.

	There is no coat beside it. Her coat lived on the next hook over, the gray one, the long one she wore through winter and deep into fall. That hook has a wall behind it now.

	He reaches for the light switch.

	He does not rush through the rooms. He walks through them the way a person walks through a space they know well enough to navigate in the dark, which he can, because he has been in this apartment every day for two years and knows where everything is. Knew where everything was.

	The study: bookshelf gone, reading chair gone, the rectangles of slightly different paint color on the wall where her frames were. He stands in the doorway for a moment.

	The bedroom: her side of the closet open, every item that was in it removed, no reason left to close it on.

	He goes back to the kitchen.

	He opens the cabinets without knowing what he is looking for. Her mugs gone. Her cast iron pan she considered irreplaceable, gone. He reaches the second cabinet, second shelf, right side.

	Her tea.

	He stands and looks at it. He does not know if she left it because she missed it in the inventory of a night and a morning spent doing a necessary thing. He does not know if she left it on purpose. He cannot read it from here and he is not going to be able to read it from here and he understands, standing in front of this open cabinet, that there are going to be a significant number of things in the coming weeks and months that he is not going to be able to read from here.

	He closes the cabinet. He does not touch the tea.

	He goes back to the entry. His jacket on the hook. His apartment around him making its familiar sounds. He puts his hand flat against the wall beside the hook and he stands there long enough that it becomes something other than standing there.

	Then he turns off the light.

	He goes to the kitchen in the dark and sits in the chair at the table where she worked Tuesday evening, where the notes were and the legal pads and the mug he filled and set down and she looked up at after he was already moving away. He puts his hands on the table. He sits there until the refrigerator cycles off and the apartment is the quietest it has been all night.

	He doesn't call anyone.
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