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    For every woman still finding her way back to herself. You are not too much. You never were
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CHAPTER 1
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The House That Doesn't Creak

––––––––
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The house on Ashcombe Lane did not creak. That was the first thing Lorraine Reynolds had loved about it eleven years ago, back when Dave had walked her through the empty rooms with his hand pressed flat against the small of her back like he was steering a car he already owned. No creaking floorboards, no groaning pipes, no evidence anywhere that something might be wearing down. Just marble and quiet and the smell of fresh paint covering up whatever had been there before them. She used to think that silence meant safety. Eleven years later she understood it only meant that nothing in this house was allowed to make noise, including her. She woke at five forty the way she always did, before the alarm, because her body had learned a long time ago not to trust anything that arrived without warning. The ceiling above her was the color of skim milk in the grey almost-light, and for a moment, the way she did every morning, Lorraine let herself lie still and count backward. Thirty-four years old. Married sixteen years. A daughter who was becoming a stranger to her in the, electric way that thirteen-year-old girls did, and a son who watched the world so quietly she sometimes forgot he was in the room until he wasn't. She had been Dave Reynolds's wife longer than she had been anything else. Longer than she had been a law student, longer than she had been anyone's daughter without a hyphen attached to her name in the county social pages. Mrs. David Reynolds. Wife of the Honorable Judge David Reynolds. It was printed on invitations, engraved on the brass plate outside a house she was not permitted to feel was fully hers, and some mornings, lying in the dark with her husband's back turned toward her like a wall he'd built on purpose, she forgot the sound of her own maiden name.

Dave did not stir. He slept the way he did everything else, with total command, his breathing even and untroubled, a man who had never once in his life lain awake wondering if he'd said the wrong thing. Lorraine watched the line of his shoulder for a long moment, the way she used to watch it when they were twenty-two and reckless and she thought his confidence was the safest thing she'd ever leaned against. Back then it had felt like shelter. Now it felt like something built to keep her contained rather than protected, the difference between a levee and a cage being, she had learned, mostly a matter of which side of the water you were standing on. She rose without letting the mattress shift, because the mattress shifting meant Dave stirring, and Dave stirring at five forty on a Tuesday when he didn't have to be at the courthouse until nine meant a conversation Lorraine did not have the reserves for yet. She had learned to move through her own house like a woman clearing a minefield she had personally helped to plant. Bare feet on cool marble. The bathroom door eased shut without its latch catching. The shower turned to a whisper instead of a roar. In the mirror, she almost didn't recognize the version of herself that still, after everything, managed to look put together. Skin the color of caramel left too long in the sun, warm and light and even, the kind of skin people complimented without asking if it cost her anything to keep it that way. Grey eyes that her mother always said skipped two generations to land on her, pulled straight from a great-grandmother nobody had photographs of anymore. She was still beautiful. She hated that she noticed that and hated more that some small, humiliated part of her still needed Dave to notice it too, needed the four seconds of his attention at breakfast the way a plant needed light, even knowing what direction the light was coming from and what it cost to grow toward it. She got dressed in the walk-in closet that was bigger than her childhood bedroom, chose a cashmere sweater the color of oatmeal, pressed slacks, low heels because she'd be on her feet all day chasing children and their equally exhausting mothers. Then she went and got MiKayla up, which was its own kind of war. MiKayla Reynolds did not wake up so much as detonate. Thirteen years old and already five inches taller than she'd been at Christmas, all elbows and opinions and a mouth that Lorraine sometimes had to physically leave the room to keep from laughing at, because the child was funny in the way that only fearless people were funny, without any sense that a joke could land wrong. She was already awake when Lorraine opened the door, sitting up in bed with her phone six inches from her face, box braids piled on top of her head in a claw clip, wearing one hoop earring because she'd lost the other one somewhere between the kitchen and her bathroom and refused, on principle, to wear a mismatched pair of studs instead. Mama, MiKayla said without looking up, did you know Coach Renee is making us do the pyramid a whole different way and Destiny's mom already called her about it and I need you to not embarrass me today by talking to anybody. Good morning to you too, Lorraine said, and pulled the blinds open, letting grey morning light spill across a room that looked like a teenage girl's fever dream, ring lights and dance trophies and a corkboard covered in Polaroids of girls striking poses in cheer uniforms, MiKayla always front and center, chin up, daring the camera to catch her looking anything less than incredible. She was, Lorraine thought sometimes with a mixture of pride and dread, entirely too much like the girl Lorraine herself had been before she'd learned to make herself smaller. Loud. Sharp. Always in the middle of something. A girl who filled up every room she walked into and had not yet been taught that some houses required her to take up less space. Mikai's door across the hall was already cracked open, and when Lorraine peeked in she found her son exactly where he always was at this hour, cross-legged on the floor by the window with a book open in his lap, nine years old and so quiet that teachers sometimes wrote on his report card that he needed to speak up more, as though quiet were a deficiency instead of just a different frequency. He looked up at her with Dave's eyes, dark and careful, but none of Dave's hunger to be the loudest thing in the room. Morning, baby, she said, and he smiled the small private smile he saved just for her, the one that made something in her chest ache with a tenderness so fierce it frightened her sometimes, because there was so much riding on keeping this light lit. I finished the book, he said. The one about the boy and the wolf. Did the wolf make it? He thought about it seriously, the way he thought about everything. He made it, Mikai said. But he had to leave the forest to do it. Lorraine felt that sentence land somewhere it had no business landing, felt it settle into her chest like a stone dropped into still water, and she had to look away from her son's face for a second before he saw something on hers that a nine-year-old had no need to carry. Downstairs, Dave was already at the table in his robe, the Wall Street Journal folded into thirds beside his coffee, and Lorraine felt the temperature of the room change the way it always did the second she crossed the threshold, some invisible barometric pressure dropping half a degree, her whole-body recalibrating before her mind had caught up to why. You're running late, Dave said. He didn't look up. It's six fifteen, Lorraine said, keeping her voice even, keeping it light, the way she'd trained it to be over sixteen years of practice, a voice built specifically not to give him anything to catch onto this early in the morning. Competition doesn't start until ten and you need three hours to get one child to a gym. I need to be there for warmups, Dave. You know that. He looked up then, and there it was, the flicker she'd learned to read the way sailors read weather, a small tightening around his eyes that meant something was coming, that the morning had a fifty-fifty chance now of staying calm or not. Dave Reynolds was a handsome man, still, at thirty-nine, silver already threading through his hairline in a way that made him look distinguished on the bench and made every clerk in that courthouse a little too eager to laugh at his jokes. He had the kind of face that photographed like integrity. Nobody who saw him in his robes, gaveling down objections with that calm, reasonable authority, would have believed what that same calm reasonable voice sounded like at eleven at night when the door was closed and there were no clerks around to perform for. I have the Bradshaw fundraiser tonight, he said. You'll need to be back by six. I have the competition until at least four, then the kids need dinner — Lorraine. His voice didn't rise. That was the thing people never understood about Dave, the thing that made it so hard to explain to anyone who hadn't lived inside it, that he never needed volume to make a room feel smaller. Six o'clock. I told the Bradshaw’s my wife would be there.

She thought about the years she used to argue back, the early ones, when she still believed that reasoning with him was possible, that if she just found the right words in the right order, he would hear himself and stop. She didn't argue anymore. She'd learned that arguing was its own kind of trap, that Dave collected her objections and used them later, turned them over in front of other people at dinner parties, laughing about how emotional Lorraine gets sometimes, isn't that right honey, in that tone that made everyone at the table laugh along with him and made Lorraine feel three inches tall in her own skin. I'll be back by six, she said instead. Good. He went back to his paper. Then, without looking up, almost as an afterthought, the way a man flicks a crumb off a table: You might want to do something with your hair before tonight. It's looking a little wild. Lorraine's hand rose halfway to her hair before she caught herself and forced it back down. She'd had it silk pressed on Sunday. It looked exactly the way it always looked. That wasn't the point, and she knew it wasn't the point, the same way she knew that this species of comment wasn't really about her hair at all. It was a small hook, cast out early in the morning, meant to catch and needle at her all day long so that by six o'clock she'd walk into the Bradshaws' with a seed of self-doubt already blooming behind her ribs, malleable, apologetic, easy. He was good at this. He had always been good at this. It was, she sometimes thought with a bitterness she never let reach her face, probably the single greatest skill Dave Reynolds possessed, better than his legal mind, better than his bench presence — the quiet, surgical work of making a grown, brilliant woman feel like she was always one wrong move away from being an embarrassment. She got the kids fed, got MiKayla's uniform bag packed with the specific brand of hairspray MiKayla insisted on, got Mikai settled with his backpack and his book and a kiss on the top of his head, and by seven forty-five she was backing the Range Rover out of the circular driveway with her daughter narrating a full inventory of teenage grievances from the passenger seat and her son silent and watchful in the back, and it was only once they'd merged onto the highway, only once the house had shrunk to nothing in her rearview mirror, that Lorraine let her shoulders drop an inch, let herself breathe the way she never let herself breathe inside those walls. There was a version of her life nobody knew about, not her mother, not her sister, not even Dave, especially not Dave. Eight months ago, on a Tuesday not unlike this one, Lorraine had walked into a modest office suite on the ninth floor of a building downtown that Dave never had reason to drive past, and she had signed a lease under her maiden name, Lorraine Whitfield, the name she hadn't used since law school, the name that still had a bar license attached to it that she had kept active and current for sixteen years out of what she used to think was just stubbornness and now understood had been instinct. Self-preservation dressed up as a technicality. She had furnished two rooms with secondhand furniture paid for in cash, hired a part-time paralegal named Denise who was sworn to a confidentiality that had nothing to do with client privilege, and begun, slowly, carefully, one hidden hour at a time, to build the practice she'd put down sixteen years ago the way you set down a suitcase you intend to pick back up. Whitfield Legal Group. Family law. Custody. Divorce. The irony was not lost on her. She had four-hundred thousand dollars in a savings account at a bank Dave didn't know existed, opened under her mother's address two counties over, and every month she added what she could skim from grocery money and the cash gifts her father still slipped her at Christmas, building it the way you build a fire in the rain, cupped and careful, terrified of the wind. She didn't have a plan yet, not really, not a date or a document or a moving truck. She had a folder. She had a lawyer's instinct for evidence, the kind you kept quiet and organized and dated, though she hadn't let herself think too hard yet about what exactly she was gathering it for. She told herself it was for a rainy day. She was starting, in the gray hours when she let herself be honest, to understand that the rain had been falling on her for years, and she'd just gotten so good at not looking up that she'd stopped noticing she was soaked. The competition was being held at a rec center on the Eastside, a part of town Lorraine could have counted on one hand the number of times she'd driven through in the last decade, the kind of neighborhood that existed for her mostly as a blur past a car window on the way to somewhere else, a place her mother-in-law referred to, without a trace of embarrassment, as that side of town, in a tone that made it clear she meant it as a warning. Lorraine had grown up thirty minutes from here and a whole universe away, in the kind of house where nobody had ever needed to explain which side of anything they lived on. She felt it the second she pulled into the lot, a low hum of unfamiliarity, the Range Rover suddenly enormous and conspicuous among the sedans and the trucks with their rims gleaming in the morning sun, but MiKayla was already out of the car and bounding toward the entrance with her bag over her shoulder, already home in the specific way that competitive cheerleading made every gym feel like home to her regardless of zip code, and Lorraine followed with Mikai's hand warm and small in hers, telling herself there was nothing here to be nervous about. The gym was loud and bright and smelled like rubber mats and hairspray, packed with parents in matching team colors, and Lorraine found a spot in the bleachers and settled in for what she knew from experience would be a four-hour marathon of watching other people's daughters throw themselves into the air and trust that someone would catch them. Mikai sat beside her with his book, content, unbothered, and for a while Lorraine let herself simply exist in the noise of it, clapping when the crowd clapped, half-listening to a mother beside her complain about a stunt group's formation, feeling, for the first time all day, something close to peaceful. By eleven, Mikai was thirsty, and Lorraine's own throat had gone dry from three hours of gym air and shouting encouragement, and she told him to stay put, she'd be right back, and made her way down through the crowd toward the concessions, which turned out to be less a concession stand than a folding table run by a heavyset woman selling chips and drinks out of two coolers packed with ice that had mostly melted into slush. There was no Gatorade left in the cooler, the woman told her apologetically, said the corner store two blocks up would have it, said it like it was obvious, the way you'd give directions to someone who clearly already knew the neighborhood, and Lorraine, sweaty and thirsty and unwilling to disappoint her son over something as small as a blue Gatorade, decided two blocks wasn't far. She should have taken the car. She understood that later, understood it the way you understand all your best mistakes only in hindsight, but at the time it seemed simple enough, a short walk in July sunshine, and she left the gym telling the woman at the door she'd be right back and set off down a street she did not know, past a laundromat and a check-cashing place and a barbershop with a line of men out front, feeling eyes on her the way she supposed she should have expected to feel eyes on her, a woman who looked like she did, dressed like she was dressed, walking a street like this one alone. She kept her chin up and her stride even, the way she'd learned to carry herself into courtrooms full of men who'd underestimated her, and made it to the corner store without incident, grabbed two blue Gatorades and a water for herself, and it was on her way back out, digging in her purse for cash because the little bell above the door had startled her into forgetting she was holding her wallet, that she walked directly into a wall of a man coming through the door the other way and nearly dropped everything in her arms. Careful, now, the man said, and his hand came up fast, not to catch her exactly, more like it just knew where to be, steadying the bottles against her chest before they hit the ground, and Lorraine looked up to apologize and found herself, for one strange suspended second, unable to remember what she'd been about to say. He was tall in the specific way that made a doorway look smaller, built like a man who used his body for something other than a gym membership, skin the deep warm brown of cedar, a close beard shaped with a precision that told her somebody's hands took real pride in maintaining it, and eyes that were doing something she wasn't used to men's eyes doing when they looked at her, which was not undressing her and not performing charm at her but simply, quietly, taking an accurate reading, like he was a man who'd learned a long time ago that most of what people needed from him could be understood without them saying a word. My bad, he said, stepping back to give her room, though his eyes didn't move off her face. Didn't peg you for Eastside. I'm not, Lorraine said, and heard how that sounded the second it left her mouth, felt her ears go warm. My daughter's competing. At the rec center. I just needed a drink. He nodded slowly, like she'd confirmed something he'd already guessed. You always come get drinks for your whole household by yourself or is today special.

There was no leer in it, no line being run, just an easy, curious amusement that made Lorraine want, absurdly, to laugh, and she found herself doing it before she'd decided to, a short, surprised sound she hadn't made in longer than she wanted to admit. Today's special, she said. He held the door for her, one hand braced against it, unhurried, a man who clearly did not believe in being anywhere he didn't want to be. I'm Corey, he said. Corey Wells. Lorraine, she said, and did not offer her last name, some old instinct keeping it back before she'd even decided to keep it, though she couldn't have said, if pressed, what exactly she thought she was protecting. Well, Lorraine, Corey Wells said, tipping his head slightly, like he was filing the name away somewhere he intended to keep it a long while. Welcome to the Eastside. And then he was gone, moving on into the store like the whole exchange had cost him nothing, and Lorraine stood on the sidewalk for a second longer than she meant to, the sun hot on her shoulders, three cold bottles sweating against her chest, feeling something she recognized with a small private shock as the ghost of a version of herself she hadn't heard from in sixteen years — the girl who used to feel her whole chest light up over nothing, over a stranger's voice, over the ordinary electric fact of being looked at and actually seen. She told herself, walking back toward the rec center with the Gatorades knocking gently against each other in the bag, that it meant nothing. A stranger. A door held. A name exchanged and forgotten by the time she got back to her seat. She almost believed it the whole two blocks back.
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Doors That Don’t Wait

––––––––
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Corey Wells had a rule about women who wore their wedding rings like a fact instead of a warning, and the woman from the corner store had been wearing hers exactly that way, loose enough to spin, the way a woman spins a ring when the marriage under it has gone thin as paper. He noticed things like that. It was a habit older than his money, older than the barbershop and the realty office and the garage full of German engines he'd learned to rebuild with his own two hands in a cousin's yard when he was nineteen and had nothing else in the world but time and anger and a willingness to get his knuckles bloody over both. Noticing kept a man alive in the life he used to lead. It was a hard habit to retire, even years after he no longer needed it to survive. He thought about her twice more before noon, which for Corey was practically an obsession, because Corey Wells did not, as a rule, think about women who weren't in front of him. There wasn't time for it. Between the shop on DeKalb and the barbershop two doors down from it and the six properties he had listed or was managing personally, most days ran from six in the morning until his body simply gave out somewhere close to midnight, and a man who ran his life that tight didn't have room left over for daydreaming about a stranger's grey eyes. But there was something about the particular quality of her surprise when she'd looked up at him — not fear exactly, women on this side of town had long since stopped being afraid of him specifically, his reputation having calcified years ago into something closer to respect than menace — but a kind of wonder, like she'd forgotten men could hold a door without wanting something back for it. He found Tank at the barbershop a little after one, in his usual chair, getting a line-up he didn't strictly need, because Tank came in every day whether his hair needed it or not, on account of the barbershop being the only place in his life where a man could talk without being interrupted by a wife, a boss, or a bill collector. You look like a man who saw a ghost, Tank said, watching Corey in the mirror. I saw a woman, Corey said, dropping into the chair beside him and letting Reggie start clippering the back of his own neck without being asked, the two of them old enough friends that half their conversations didn't need an invitation. Tank's eyebrows went up slow, theatrical, a man settling in for a story he intended to enjoy. That right. At the store on Renfro. Almost knocked her over. She fine? Corey didn't answer right away, which told Tank everything he needed to know, and Tank let out a low whistle and shook his head like he was watching a man walk into traffic in
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