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  Before You Begin...


Thank you for picking up this Trevor Jensen novel. 
If you enjoy heartfelt romance, memorable characters, and plenty of laughs, I'd love to invite you to join my reader community.
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The Wrong Inbox
One accidental email. Two complete strangers. A conversation that was never supposed to happen.
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Claim your free ebook today:
www.GlassCreekPress.com
Happy reading,
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  Dedication


For everyone who has ever looked at something they thought was overand wondered if maybe it wasn’t. 
For the people who got a second chance—and were brave enough to do something different with it.
And for anyone who has ever discovered that the person you stopped choosing might still be the person you choose in the end.
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  Chapter 1: The Wrong Emergency


The phone goes at nine forty and I have it off the counter before the second ring, because I'm already standing here thinking about my mother's pill organizer. 
Specifically the Thursday compartment. She's been putting the evening blood pressure tablet in with the morning ones and telling me it's the same medicine either way. It is the same medicine. That's not the same thing.
"Warren Doyle."
"Mr. Doyle, this is Ardmore Bend Regional. We have a patient here who lists you as her emergency contact."
Her.
Here is what happens in my chest: nothing. Here is what happens in the rest of me: everything, immediately, in order.
"Is she conscious?"
"She is."
"Is she stable?"
"She's stable, sir. It's not an emergency emergency."
I want to tell this young woman that the phrase emergency emergency is not in any protocol I have ever written and that I have written eleven of them, but she's doing her job at nine forty at night and I'm putting my shoes on with one hand, so I let it go.
"I'm eighteen minutes out," I say. "Traffic's nothing at this hour. Call it fourteen."
There's a pause on her end that suggests she was not looking for a figure.
I'm good at this. That's the part nobody understands about me, including my daughter, including my sister, including the woman I was married to for fifteen years who once told me that being good at this was not the same as being good at anything else.
I plan for a living. I write the documents that tell a town of thirty one thousand people what to do when the river comes up over Larkspur Court, when the grid drops in February, when the water tests bad and the schools have to be told before the parents are. Four hundred and six specific disasters. I have a binder for every one of them.
My mother has a folder in the glove box of my truck. Medication list, laminated. Cardiologist, primary, the pharmacy on Rossiter that stays open until ten. Her insurance card photocopied at two hundred percent so anybody can read it in bad light. Do not resuscitate, signed, witnessed, dated.
The competence is a comfort. Driving across town at nine forty two on a Tuesday in late September, certain my mother has fallen, I am not frightened. I'm running the sequence. The sequence has a shape, and the shape holds me the way a handrail holds you.
Left on Delphine. The light at Bidwell is out again, third time this month, and I make a note to call the county roads office in the morning. I'm doing this while driving to what I believe is my mother's hospital bed. I'd like the record to show I'm aware of how that sounds.
I park in the second row because the first row is for people who are going to need to get out fast, and I don't know yet whether I'm one of those people.
Automatic doors. The smell every hospital has. Not a smell so much as the absence of every other smell.
The woman at the desk has reading glasses on a beaded chain and the face of someone who has been asked to repeat herself six hundred times today.
"Doyle," I say. "You called me. My mother's Eileen Doyle, she's eighty three, she's on Rossiter, she has a history of."
"Bay four," she says.
"She has a history of."
"Bay four, sir."
I go to bay four. I am composing the first four sentences I will say to my mother, which are calibrated to be reassuring without being condescending, a balance I have been failing to strike since roughly 2016.
The curtain is halfway back on the track.
There's a whiteboard on the wall with a nurse's name written in blue marker, KENDRA, and under it a smiley face that has clearly been there since a previous shift, possibly a previous month, drawn by somebody who is not Kendra and never erased by anybody.
There's a blood pressure cuff hanging off the rail with the velcro half undone.
And there is a woman on the gurney in a canvas work jacket with a bag of frozen peas held against her left elbow, holding court for two nurses who are laughing harder than the situation supports, and she's saying, "No, the dog was fine, the dog was thrilled, the dog thought this was the best thing that had ever happened to him," and her reading glasses are pushed up into her hair, which has more gray at the front than it did the last time I stood this close to it, and she's got her boots crossed at the ankle like she's waiting for a table.
Colleen.
I want to describe my reaction with precision, because precision is the only thing I brought with me.
My hands are fine. My voice, when it arrives, will be fine. Outwardly I am a man who has walked into a room.
Internally, the following occurs in under two seconds.
One. This is not my mother, so my mother is fine, so the plan I have been running for fourteen minutes was for an emergency that did not happen, and the plan is now standing in a hallway with nothing to do, like a man who brought a casserole to the wrong house.
Two. That is my wife.
Three. That is not my wife. That has not been my wife since a Tuesday in 2011 when we signed a document in a room with bad carpet and were extremely polite to each other in front of a paralegal named Doug.
Four. I have a binder for this. I don't have a binder for this. I have checked. There is no binder.
"Warren," she says.
She says it like she's confirming a delivery.
"Colleen."
"You're here."
"They called me."
"Sure," she says.
Sure, from Colleen Sheridan, is a complete sentence, and it has never once meant sure. It means we're going to come back to that. It means I'm giving you a running start. She has been doing it since a kitchen on Fairbanks Street in 1996 and my body still receives it as a starting gun.
The nurses have stopped laughing. Not all the way. They've relocated the laughing somewhere behind their faces.
"How's the elbow," I say.
"Fractured. Hairline. It's a nothing."
"It's a nothing."
"Radial head, it's a very fashionable fracture, apparently everybody's getting them." She adjusts the peas. "You look the same."
"So do you."
That is a lie. She does not look the same. She looks like fifteen years. On some people that's subtraction. On her it isn't. What I'm not going to say out loud is that she still has a chip in the enamel of her left front tooth from a car door in 1998, and I know the year, and I know the car, and I know which one of us was driving.
The younger nurse looks between us with her pen up. "I'm sorry, are you her husband?"
"The marriage was a mutually beneficial restructuring of two previously compatible corporations," I say.
Nobody laughs. Nobody has ever laughed. I have deployed that sentence somewhere in the neighborhood of two hundred times, in break rooms and at weddings and once, memorably, at a county budget hearing, and it has never produced a laugh, a smile, or a follow up question, and I have never once considered retiring it.
Colleen closes her eyes for a second, the way you do at a sound you were braced for anyway.
"Divorced," she says. "He means divorced."
"That's what I said."
"It really isn't."
"What happened," I say.
"A cart got away from a woman in the lot at Vandermeer's."
"A shopping cart."
"Loaded. Full. She had a case of water in the bottom rack, and that lot has a slope on it that they have never once acknowledged in a public forum." She's building. I can hear her building. She talks the way other people lay track. "And there's a dog tied to the corral. Little guy. Some kind of terrier situation. And this cart is coming for him like it has a grudge."
"So you."
"So I went after the cart."
"You went after the cart."
"I got the cart," she says. "Let's be clear about the outcome. The cart was stopped."
"By what."
"By me, Warren."
One of the nurses makes a sound into her clipboard.
"And the dog?"
"The dog thought I was playing." She lifts her chin. "He licked my face while I was on the ground. I was on the ground in a parking lot being licked by a stranger's terrier, and a man came out of the store with a rotisserie chicken and said, ma'am, are you all right, and I said yes, and he believed me, and he left."
"He left."
"With his chicken."
I don't laugh. Understand that I want to. Understand that there is a laugh in me that has been sitting fully assembled since roughly the word slope, and I keep it, because if I give her one inch I give her everything, and we both know it, and she is watching me not laugh with an expression of enormous satisfaction.
"So," I say. "Why am I here."
There it is. The temperature comes down about eleven degrees.
"That's a good question."
"It's a simple question."
"I said it was a good one." She shifts on the gurney. "Ask them. They called you. I didn't call you. Do I look like a person who called you?"
"They called me because I'm listed."
"Then take it up with the list."
"The list is not a weather event, Colleen. The list did not happen. Somebody filled it out."
"Okay, so," she says, and I know that too, okay so is the sound of a woman reframing the field of play in her own favor, "you're saying that in a hospital in the town where we both live, a form exists, from some year, and the correct response is to interrogate the injured party about it while she's holding vegetables."
"I'm saying you never updated it."
"You never updated it."
"I'm not the one in the bed."
"That's not a moral position, that's a coincidence."
We're both leaning slightly forward. I notice it in her before I notice it in me. That's not the same as noticing it in me second. I never notice it in me at all.
"Fifteen years," I say.
"I'm aware of the number."
"You had fifteen years to change one line."
"You had fifteen years to call somebody and say hey, take me off." She counts it off. "One phone call. Two minutes. You've written eleven emergency plans, Warren, and you couldn't write yourself out of one form."
"That would require me to have known."
"Sure."
"I didn't know."
"Sure."
"Colleen."
"One," she says, to nobody. "Two."
She counts out loud when she's furious. She has never once gotten past four in thirty two years, and I have spent a portion of my adult life wondering what happens at five.
The other nurse, the older one, the one who has not been laughing, steps up to the rail with a clipboard the way you'd step into a road to stop traffic.
"I can settle this," she says.
She turns the clipboard around.
It's a photocopy of a photocopy, gray at the edges, the way paper goes when it's been through a machine that's been through a machine. Ardmore Bend Regional Health System. Patient Information and Emergency Contact. There's a revision code in the bottom left corner, 04 slash 07. That means the form was already two years old when it was filled out. I'll think about that later, at length, for no productive reason.
And there's the date.
March eleventh, 2009.
And there's the handwriting.
I want to tell you that I recognized it. That's not the right verb. Recognition is a process, and this isn't one. It's more like the way you know your own name being said in a crowded room before you've heard the sound.
Her capitals. The way she never closes the top of an A. The way she writes a lowercase g with that hard downstroke like she's annoyed at it.
She filled in every field.
Not the required ones. Every one. Employer. Alternate phone. Preferred pharmacy. Best time of day to reach contact, which is optional, and which she answered, in ink: anytime, he's up.
Insurance group number, which she copied out of her head, because I know exactly where that card was in March of 2009 and it was in a drawer in a house I no longer own.
And in the box, the small one, four spaces wide, printed above the line as RELATIONSHIP TO PATIENT, she wrote one word.
Husband.
Nobody in bay four says anything for a second.
Here's what I want to be very careful about.
It isn't the word. I've read that word about myself before. I was that word for fifteen years and I have a certificate somewhere in a fire safe with a copy of the deed and the truck title and my father's death certificate.
It's the pen pressure.
She didn't hesitate anywhere on that page. She didn't stop to think about the group number. She didn't leave the optional fields blank the way ninety percent of people leave the optional fields blank, because ninety percent of people are hedging and don't know they're hedging.
She filled in a form like a woman who was completely sure.
My father died the week I turned nineteen. No will, no instructions, no list of who to call. My mother sat at a kitchen table for four days trying to work out which bank he used, and I sat there with her, and on the fourth day we found a savings passbook in the pocket of a coat. I have been writing instructions ever since. People think that's sad. People are welcome to think that.
Nobody ever filled out a form about my father like this.
Nobody has ever filled out a form about me like this.
In March of 2009 my wife stood at a counter in this building and wrote my name down in every place it would fit, and two years later she was gone, and both of those are true, and I've never once been able to hold them at the same time, and I'm holding them now, in front of two nurses and a whiteboard with somebody else's smiley face on it.
I look at the top of the page, where it says PATIENT NAME, and she wrote it out in full, middle name and all, Colleen Margaret Sheridan, which she has never done on anything in her life, including her own checks.
"Whoever filled this out," the older nurse says, "was remarkably confident."
"Yeah," Colleen says.
Just that. No build. No return. She's looking at the clipboard and not at me, and her reading glasses are still up in her hair, and she doesn't reach for them, which is how I know she doesn't want to see it any closer than she already has.
The doctor comes in at some point and says words. Radial head fracture, nondisplaced, sling for two weeks, ice twenty minutes at a time, follow up with orthopedics, no lifting. I hear all of it and I write none of it down. That's not like me. I'll notice at two in the morning.
Colleen says, "I clear houses for a living, so when you say no lifting, I want you to understand you're describing my entire personality."
The doctor says he understands.
He does not understand.
In the parking lot she stops next to my truck and looks at it and says, "You still have this thing."
"It runs."
"That's not the same as still having it."
"I'll take you home."
"I can call somebody."
"It's nine after eleven," I say. "Who are you calling."
And she opens her mouth, and nothing comes out, and a woman who has never in her life been short of a line comes up empty, and it takes about four seconds, and neither of us says anything about it, ever.
"Fine," she says.
I open the passenger door because she's got one arm in a sling and because I would have opened it anyway, and I hate that I can't tell which one it is.
She gets in and parks her boots on the floor mat and does not put her seatbelt on until I've reached for the gearshift, which is exactly how she used to do it, and I let it go.
We don't talk.
I know how long we don't talk for, because I checked the clock when we pulled out of the lot and I checked it again when we stopped, which is a thing I did on purpose and would not admit to under oath.
Eleven minutes.
Eleven minutes of a heater fan she doesn't ask me to adjust and a radio neither of us turns on. The correct response to seeing your ex wife on a hospital gurney holding a bag of frozen peas against her own elbow is composure. I achieve composure at approximately the eleven minute mark, which is a personal record and also a catastrophe.
I pull into the driveway.
I put it in park.
And then it lands on me, the way a step lands on you when you thought the stairs were done.
She never told me the address.
She didn't say Cobbett. She didn't say the ranch with the carport. She didn't give me a cross street, and I didn't ask, not once, not at the hospital and not at the light on Bidwell and not at the turn, and the reason I didn't ask is sitting right there in the front of my head with the lights on.
I know which house it is.
I know the mailbox is the second one on the left with the reflector missing. I know the porch light is on a timer that runs about twenty minutes early. I know she parks with the driver's side toward the street. That's the dangerous side. It's still the wrong way. I know all of this the way you know a route you've driven.
Because I have.
I turn my head.
She's looking right at me, and she hasn't got her hand on the door, and she isn't saying anything at all. For Colleen Sheridan that's the loudest sound in the world. She watched the entire thing happen on my face.






  
  Chapter 2: Clerical Inertia


The jar is winning, but only technically. 
It's pepperoncini, it's a new jar, and it has one of those lids that makes a sound when it opens, which is the whole point of them. It's the manufacturer promising you a small moment of triumph. I have been promised this moment for six minutes.
I've got the jar clamped between my knees on a kitchen chair. My right hand is on the lid. My left arm is in a sling, and the sling is doing what slings do, which is sit there being smug about it.
I run hot water over the lid. Nothing.
I get a rubber band off the junk drawer knob and wrap it around the lid for grip. It's a trick my mother taught me. It has never worked one time in my life, for her or for me, and we both kept doing it for thirty years because it feels like competence.
I go under the lip with a butter knife.
The jar and I look at each other. That's not a figure of speech, we're at eye level, and it's got that expression a bank teller gets when you show up with a bag of coins.
I am not going to say the sentence out loud. The sentence is I could use a hand, and there is nobody here to say it to, which is convenient, because I wouldn't say it if there were.
Here's what I do instead. I put the jar on the floor, I put my boot on it, I hold the lid with my good hand, and I turn my whole body.
It opens.
Brine goes across the linoleum in a shape roughly like the state of Florida.
"That's fine," I say, to the kitchen. "That was the plan."
I get one paper towel because I refuse to get more than one, and while I'm down there on my knees mopping up pepper juice with my elbow strapped to my ribs, I have the idea that ruins the rest of my day.
I'm going to prove a point.
Because here's what happened last night, and I've been not thinking about it with tremendous discipline since about six fifteen this morning. A woman in scrubs held up a piece of paper from 2009, and my ex husband looked at it, and something moved across his face, and I watched it move, and then he drove me home and neither of us said one word for the length of a haircut.
But that was one form. One form is an accident. One form is a filing cabinet somewhere in a basement being a filing cabinet.
Somewhere in this house is a form where I put down Marianne, or the neighbor, or my own daughter like a functioning adult, and when I find it I'm going to photograph it and I'm going to send it to him with no message, because a message would be beneath me.
So I get the file box.
I clear out dead people's kitchens for a living. That's the job. Somebody dies or somebody leaves or somebody's kids finally win the argument about the stairs, and two vans show up, and one of them is mine. I know exactly what a life looks like at the end of it, and I can tell you that nobody ever keeps the plates. The plates go. They keep the stupid things. The recipe box in a hand that isn't theirs. The birthday card. The takeout menu from a restaurant that closed. The form nobody updated.
I know all of this professionally, which helps exactly nobody.
Pharmacy first, because the pharmacy is easy, the pharmacy is a printout, and Vandermeer's Drug prints your whole profile on the back of the sheet whether you want it or not.
Emergency contact: DOYLE, WARREN.
"Okay," I say.
The insurance is in the accordion folder with the tax stuff. Twelve pages. On page nine, in a gray box the size of a matchbook, in the section nobody reads because by page nine you've stopped being a person and become a signature machine.
Emergency contact: W. Doyle. Relationship: former spouse.
Former spouse. I wrote former. That's the part that gets me. A woman being scrupulously accurate about the exact thing she's failing to do.
The dentist has him. I found out because they mail a reminder postcard with your file details on the back, which is a privacy situation I have been meaning to raise with them since 2019.
The gym has him. I go to that gym eleven times a year and they have him.
My own business insurance, the one for the vans, has him as the after hours contact, and I want to point out that Warren Doyle does not know where my vans are kept, has never met either van, and would have absolutely no idea what to do if one of them was on fire, except that he would, obviously, he'd know precisely what to do, he'd have a laminated card about it.
And the bank, which I find in the safe deposit paperwork, which is in a box in the hall marked OFFICE, which is stacked on a box marked KITCHEN, which is one of the four boxes marked KITCHEN that I have not opened since 2011.
I want to say something about that. There's a woman in this town whose entire business is standing in other people's hallways going, this goes, this stays, this goes, and she has four sealed boxes in her own hall with her handwriting on them, and she walks past them every day the way you walk past a smoke detector that's chirping.
It's a choice. I've said it's a choice out loud to at least six people. At some point a thing you've explained six times stops being a choice and starts being a hostage situation.
By eleven thirty I'm on the kitchen floor with paper in a half circle around me like I'm running a very sad séance.
Eight institutions. Eight for eight.
Eight separate occasions on which a grown woman with a functioning frontal lobe sat down with a pen, came to a box that said in case of emergency, and wrote down a man she had specifically and expensively arranged to no longer be married to.
Not one of them is Sydney. Not one of them is Lorraine next door, who is eighty one and awake at all hours and would love it. Not one of them is Marianne Doyle, his sister, who has sent me a Christmas card every December since the divorce and has never once gotten one back.
Eight for eight, and my whole plan was to find the one.
I sit with that. It's a good clean number. In my line of work you learn that a house tells the truth about a person in ninety seconds, faster than the person will, and I have been walking into strangers' kitchens for twenty years and reading them like an obituary with better sourcing, and it turns out my own kitchen has been sitting here the whole time saying something out loud in a steady voice, and I've had headphones on.
I need coffee, because this is a coffee problem now, and I reach up over the maker for the good filters, which live on the second shelf behind the extra sleeve, and I open the cabinet door and stand up into it, and the door swings all the way open, and there it is.
An index card. Taped to the inside of the door. Three pieces of tape, one on each of the top corners and one along the bottom edge, because I have never trusted tape.
WARREN. And a number. A 231 number he hasn't had since 2013.
Blue ink, and the blue is that specific pushy blue that a promotional pen has, and the pen is still in the junk drawer, and it says HALLAM REALTY down the barrel, and I know exactly when it came into this house because it came into this house with me.
October of 2011. I closed on this place on a Thursday. I had a truck and my brother in law and eleven boxes marked KITCHEN.
And I remember standing right here.
I remember the sun coming through that window over the sink at four in the afternoon in a way I hadn't seen in a kitchen in years, because the house on Fairbanks faced the wrong direction and got dark at two. I remember thinking, out loud, to nobody, this is a good kitchen. I remember I hadn't found the plates yet, so I was eating cold noodles out of a takeout container standing up, and I was happy.
I want to be clear about that word. I'm not softening it. I was happy. It was the first thing I'd picked in fifteen years that nobody had to agree to, and I was standing in it eating noodles at four in the afternoon.
And then I went to the junk drawer and got the pen the realtor left, and I wrote out the emergency numbers card for the inside of the cabinet the way my mother had one and her mother had one, poison control, the pediatrician, the plumber.
And I wrote his name first.
Not because I was sad. That's what I can't get around. If I'd been sad it would make sense, it would be a tidy little story, woman weeps, woman writes name. I wasn't sad. I was standing in my own kitchen in the good light being extremely pleased with myself, and my hand wrote WARREN at the top of the card the way your hand writes your own zip code.
Fifteen years of taped up evidence that some part of me never got the memo, and it's a hand I can't even argue with, because it's mine.
I sit down on the floor.
"Well," I say, to a cabinet.
The doorbell goes at twelve forty and I don't get up, because the door's unlocked and there's only one person it is.
"Ma," Sydney calls.
"Kitchen."
"Why is it wet in here."
"There was an incident with a jar."
She comes around the corner in her work clothes with a bag from the good sandwich place, and she stops, and she takes in her fifty five year old mother sitting on the floor in a sling inside a semicircle of insurance paperwork.
Sydney adjusts damage claims for a living. She looks at a photograph of two cars and tells you what happened, in what order, at what speed. She got that from her father the way you get an allergy.
She doesn't say what are you doing. She looks for about four seconds, longer than anybody else would, and then she sets the bag on the counter.
"Elbow," she says.
"Hairline. Radial head. It's a very fashionable fracture."
"Does it hurt?"
"Only when I'm asked about it."
She crouches down and picks up the pharmacy printout off the top of the pile, and she reads it, and she turns it over, and she reads the back.
Here's a thing about my daughter. She was eleven when we split. That's the worst possible age, because she's old enough to remember the good version and young enough to have believed every word of it. She has spent fifteen years being scrupulously fair to two people who did not deserve that level of administration from a child, and she is tired, and the way it comes out is that she asks about one third of the questions she has.
"This is you at Vandermeer's," she says.
"That's me at Vandermeer's."
"It says Dad."
"It does say Dad."
She sets it down. She doesn't ask. She waits, which is worse, and she learned that from him.
So I go. And I go well.
"Okay, so, here's what nobody understands about records in this country," I say. "There's no central anything. You fill out a form in 2009 and that form has children. That form goes and gets a job at the insurance company, and it has a family, and its grandchildren work at the dentist. Nobody removes anything. Nobody removes anything ever. There are people in this town listed as the responsible party for a Buick that was crushed in 1996. It's clerical inertia. It is not a decision, it's the opposite of a decision, it's what happens in the absence of anyone making one, which is most of what happens anywhere, which is why the river floods every eleven years and everybody acts surprised."
That's good. That's genuinely good. I built that on the floor with no notes.
Sydney takes a sandwich out of the bag and hands me half.
"Okay," she says.
"Okay."
"Why were you at the hospital last night with Dad?"
"I wasn't at the hospital with your father, I was at the hospital and your father arrived, which is a different sentence."
"He called me at seven this morning to tell me you were fine before I knew you weren't fine."
"That's very him."
"It is very him."
She eats. I eat. The sandwich is good, and I'd like to be enjoying it.
"He drove me home," I say, because apparently I'm doing this.
"Yeah."
"That's all."
"Okay."
"He did the thing where he doesn't say anything and it takes up the whole car."
"I know the thing."
"For eleven minutes."
Sydney looks up from her sandwich. "You counted?"
"He counted," I say. "I know he counted, because he looked at the clock when we pulled out and he looked at it when we stopped, and he thinks I don't notice that because he does it with his eyes and not his head."
My daughter takes another bite and says nothing at all for what I would describe as a professionally selected length of time.
And then she stands up, and brushes off her knees, and looks down at the paper on my floor, and says, "Do you want help putting it back, or do you want to leave it out where you can see it?"
And I say, "Sure."
Which is not an answer.
And she takes her keys off the counter and says, "Ice it twenty minutes on, twenty off," and kisses the top of my head like I'm the child, and leaves.
I sit there for a while.
Then I call the hospital, because I'm going to fix this, today, with a phone, like an adult.
The records line has hold music that sounds like somebody playing a keyboard demo in an empty church. Nine minutes. I put it on speaker and stack the papers with one hand, which takes the entire nine minutes and is somehow the most physically demanding thing I've done since the shopping cart.
The woman who picks up is named Paulette and Paulette is wonderful and I want Paulette to have everything.
"I need to change an emergency contact," I say.
"I can absolutely do that. Name and date of birth."
I give it to her. There's typing.
"Okay, I've got you. Currently listed is Warren Doyle."
"Currently listed and incorrectly listed."
"And who would you like instead?"
"My daughter. Sydney Doyle. And can I ask, is that going to update everywhere, or."
More typing. Slower typing. The typing of a woman looking at something she wasn't expecting.
"So I can update our record right now," Paulette says. "That's done, that's already done. But I'm showing a flag on your file. You've got a standing designation through the county."
"A what."
"You're a registered volunteer with the county disaster response roster. Are you, are you a volunteer?"
I have two box trucks and a working back and a town that floods, so yes. I signed up in 2019 at a folding table at the fire hall and somebody gave me a reflective vest and a laminated card and I have been called out exactly twice.
"I have a vest," I say.
"Okay, so, credentialed volunteers have a standing emergency designation on the county side, and when a credentialed volunteer is admitted, our system defers to the county record. That's why the call went where it went last night."
"Fine. Change the county record."
"I can't touch the county record, honey."
"Who can."
Paulette makes a small sound like she'd rather not.
"The county form is a Form 14. It's the continuity designation. To amend it you need the signature of the person who filed it, and you need the signature of the listed party."
I close my eyes.
"Who filed it," I say.
Typing.
"Filed by the county emergency management and continuity coordinator."
"Right."
"Warren Doyle," Paulette says. "Oh."
"Yeah."
"Is that."
"That's him twice," I say. "He's both signatures. He filed the form and he's on the form."
There's a pause on the line where Paulette, God love her, decides to be professional.
"I've never actually seen it come up like that," she says.
"No," I say. "I imagine not."
I thank her, because none of this is Paulette's fault, and I hang up, and I put the phone face down on the counter, and I stand in my kitchen with the cabinet door still open.
Fifteen years.
Fifteen years of not doing a thing. That's all it was. Not doing something is the easiest thing there is, it's what happens when you're busy, it costs nothing, it doesn't even leave a mark.
And now, to undo it, I have to do something. On purpose. With him. In a room. With a pen.
There's a specific way he stands when he's furious and being polite about it, which is like a filing cabinet that has learned to breathe, and I'm going to have to look at that on purpose, at a table, over paperwork, and be a grown woman about it.
"Sure," I say.
I pick up the phone.
I don't have to look up the number. That's its own thing and I'm not opening that door today, the door I've got open is enough.
It rings once.
"Colleen."
One ring. Nine forty at night I could see. It's two fifteen in the afternoon on a Wednesday and this man answered a call from a number he has no professional reason to have on his person inside of one ring, and I hear it, and he hears me hear it. There's a half second of nothing on the line that costs him something.
Neither of us says one word about it.
"We have a problem," I say.






  
  Chapter 3: Priority Order


"The distinction I'm drawing," I say, "is between a state registry and a county continuity designation. They look identical on a screen. They are not the same instrument." 
The woman behind window three has a name plate that says JOLENE and the expression of a person who left this conversation around the word instrument and has been very kind about not saying so.
I've been holding ticket B47 for forty one minutes. The board above her says NOW SERVING B44. It has said NOW SERVING B44 for eleven of those minutes. I'd like to know what happened to B45 and B46, and I have decided not to ask, because I've made a personal commitment this morning to being easy to deal with.
"So the license record," Jolene says.
"The license record is done. You did that. That took four minutes and you were excellent."
"Thank you."
"The problem is the roster."
Everybody in this town still calls this building the DMV, which it has not been called by the state of Michigan in the entire time any of us have been alive, and I've decided that's fine, because a system people can find is better than a system that's correctly named. I wrote that in a memo once. Nobody read the memo.
The chair at the end of the waiting row is four inches off its mark. There's a scuff on the tile showing exactly where it used to sit, a little pale crescent, and somebody moved that chair and never moved it back, and it has been like that long enough for the floor to remember. I've been looking at it for forty one minutes. I could fix it in two seconds. I'm not going to, because a man who fixes a chair in a government waiting room is a man everyone in that room now has to have a feeling about.
"You'll want to talk to the county," Jolene says.
I take a breath through my nose.
"Ma'am," I say, "I'm the county."
She looks at me.
"I'm the continuity coordinator. I wrote the roster protocol. I'm the person you'd be sending me to."
"Okay," Jolene says, "so then you know what to do," and she pushes the little rubber pad toward me for my signature, and she is, I want to be clear, one hundred percent correct, and she has ended this conversation with more efficiency than I have brought to any part of the last eighteen hours, and I respect her enormously.
Here's the thing I'm not going to look at directly.
At six forty this morning I sat down at my own kitchen table with coffee and I pulled every record I hold, because if a person is going to make an accusation on a phone at two fifteen in the afternoon, a person should have the file open.
Eleven documents. Colleen Sheridan on eleven of them.
Health insurance. Dental. The retirement account, where she is not the beneficiary, because we did that part correctly with a paralegal named Doug in a room with bad carpet, but where she remains, in a lower field, the contact of record. The county's own personnel file. I have physically held that in my hands, more than once, for other reasons, and never once opened it to page two.
I did not know. I want that stated. I did not know, in the sense that at no point did the information cross the threshold into a sentence I said to myself.
I also, and I'm going to be precise here because precision is what I've got, never checked.
So. Priority order.
You clear a multi agency problem the same way you clear a flooded street grid. You don't start with the worst one. You start with the one whose output another agency needs as an input, because a dependency you resolve out of sequence is a dependency you get to resolve twice.
The sequence is: hospital, insurer, pharmacy, county.
That's the plan. I have the plan by seven fifteen. I'm in the parking lot of Ardmore Bend Regional by eight, which is when the records office opens, and which is also, and I noted this, sixteen minutes after I could have called them instead.
Records is in the basement, past the vending machine on the way to the stairwell. That machine took a dollar off me in 2019 and has never been spoken to about it.
The woman at records is not Paulette. Paulette works phones. The woman at records







