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​CHAPTER ONE: A MARRIAGE IN WORKING ORDER
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​The Hum Under the Floorboards

The clock on the microwave read 9:47.

Lourdes Whitfield sat at the kitchen island with a deposition transcript spread in front of her. Her reading glasses had slid down her nose. She pushed them back up with one knuckle, the way her father used to do, and kept reading.

The okra and tomatoes had been cooling on the stove for two hours. The kitchen smelled faintly of bacon fat and bay leaf. A glass of pinot noir sat near her elbow, mostly drunk. The house was very quiet.

Not silent, though. Never silent.

There was a hum under the floorboards.

She knew the hum. She knew every hum in this house. The dishwasher had a slight rattle on the rinse cycle that the manufacturer had told her was normal. The HVAC unit kicked on with a small dry click she could hear from any room. The ice maker dropped cubes twice an hour, more often in August.

The hum she heard now was the second refrigerator. The one in the garage.

That refrigerator held Cole's beer and the cuts of brisket he bought from a man named Otis Vernay out of a cooler in the back of a Ford F-150. Otis had a cousin in the meat-packing trade, or said he did. Cole said the briskets were the best in three counties. Lourdes had eaten them. They were fine.

She knew that refrigerator's hum because she had picked it out. She had picked out the second refrigerator and the first refrigerator and the dishwasher and the HVAC unit and the bay leaf in the cabinet and the knobs on every door in this house. She had renovated this house over two years, room by room, with a contractor named Webb and a notebook full of paint chips.

Cole had paid for it. Cole had found it. Cole had said, the first time he walked her through it, this one, with his hand on the small of her back. The way he said most things. Like a decision already made that he was generous enough to let her witness.

She had married a man who arrived. She had not, in seven years, learned to expect him.

She picked up her wine and walked to the bottle on the counter. She poured a finger more, not much. She was a small drinker. She had learned that about herself in law school and not deviated since.

On her way back, she passed his home office.

The door was open. The room was dark. Inside, against the far wall, was his desk, and in that desk was the bottom right drawer. The locked one. She had known about the locked drawer for four years.

The key was taped under the brass lamp on the desk. She had known that for three.

She had never tried the drawer.

She walked past it now the way she had walked past it a thousand times. The way a person walks past a closed door in their own house when they have decided, deliberately, that some doors are not theirs. She did not look in.

She returned to her transcript. She picked up her pen.

At 10:20 the front door opened.

Cole came in the way he always came in. Boots first, then keys on the bowl by the door, then the small grunt he made when he set down whatever he had been carrying. Tonight it sounded like a paper sack. Probably the second set of points for the Sportster he had been rebuilding.

He came into the kitchen.

He kissed the top of her head.

He smelled like solvent and engine grease and, under that, very faintly, a perfume that was not hers. A clean perfume. Citrus, maybe. Something with bergamot. The smell was so light that a less attentive woman would not have caught it.

Lourdes had trained herself, over seven years, not to catch what was light.

"You eat?"

"Hours ago."

"Save me any?"

"On the stove. Cold by now."

"Cold's fine."

He went to the stove. He lifted the lid off the okra. He inhaled. He found a clean bowl in the cabinet without asking which one. He served himself standing up.

She did not look up from the transcript. She read the same paragraph three times. The deponent was an HR director from a hospital her firm was suing. The HR director was lying. Lourdes was annotating the places where the lie was sloppiest.

Cole leaned against the counter and ate his cold okra and tomatoes. He looked tired. He always looked tired by ten. He ran a chapter and three shops and his back hurt from a bike accident in his twenties that he had never been quite straight with her about.

"How was the shop?"

"Long day. Tully had a thing with one of the Sportsters."

"What kind of thing?"

"Carburetor."

"On a Sportster."

"On this one, yeah."

He shrugged. He kept eating.

She nodded without looking up. She did not know enough about carburetors to interrogate the answer. She knew enough about her husband to know he liked to be asked, and so she asked, even when she did not care about the answer.

This was their normal.

She would think about it later. About what the normal had been made of. About how seven years of small unexamined courtesies had built a structure around two people that neither one of them had ever named. He fixed her car when it made a sound. She asked him about carburetors. He kissed the top of her head. She did not look up.

It was not a bad marriage. That was the part she would have the hardest time with later.

It was not a bad marriage at all.

"You coming to bed soon?"

"Hour. Maybe ninety minutes."

"All right."

He rinsed his bowl. He put it in the dishwasher, in the top rack, where she had told him three thousand times that bowls did not go. She did not correct him. She had stopped correcting him about the dishwasher in year two. Some things you let go.

He kissed the top of her head again on his way out.

She listened to his footsteps on the stairs. The third stair from the top, the one she had not gotten Webb to fix during the renovation because it was original to the house and she had liked the sound, creaked under his weight.

The hum of the garage refrigerator went on under the floor.

She read her transcript for another ninety minutes. She finished her wine. She did not pour another.

When she went upstairs at midnight, Cole was already asleep. He slept on his back with one arm flung over his eyes. He had slept that way since the first night she met him. There were things about him that had been the same for seven years and there were things about him that she now suspected had not been the same for some time, and she could not yet say where the line was.

She slid into bed beside him. She did not touch him. She did not need to. He was warm without touching.

She lay in the dark and listened to her house.

The HVAC clicked on. The ice maker dropped two cubes. The hum of the garage refrigerator carried up through the floorboards, faint and steady, the sound of a thing running that nobody had asked to be running.

She closed her eyes.

​The Ruthanne Pell File

IRIS VANDERMEER WAS in Lourdes' office at 8:14 the next morning with a manila folder and a paper cup of coffee from the place across the street. She set both on Lourdes' desk and sat down without being asked, the way she had been doing for nine years.

"You sleep?"

"Some."

"You look like the some was bad."

"Most of my some is bad. What's in the folder."

Iris pushed the folder across the desk. She was forty-four, gray at the temples, a former public defender from Mobile who had come to the firm the same year Lourdes made partner. She was the only attorney Lourdes worked with whose handwriting was worse than her own.

"Pro bono request. Came in through the legal aid clinic on Tuesday. They kicked it up to us because they don't have the bandwidth and they think there's a pattern."

"What kind of pattern."

"Read the citations."

Lourdes opened the folder.

A woman named Ruthanne Pell, sixty-seven, retired, lived at 1118 Mercer Avenue. She had been cited four times in six weeks for noise violations she had not committed. The first citation was for amplified music at 11:42 p.m. on a Tuesday. The second was for "sustained dog barking" at 1:15 a.m. on a Wednesday. The third was for the music again. The fourth was for "unidentified mechanical noise" at 2:30 a.m. on a Sunday.

Mrs. Pell did not own a dog.

Mrs. Pell did not own a stereo capable of amplified music.

Mrs. Pell had lived on Mercer Avenue for forty-one years.

Lourdes read the citations again. Then she read the deposition notice underneath them.

She kept her face still.

The defendant on the deposition notice, the entity whose security camera footage was being cited as corroborating evidence for the noise complaints, was the auto shop on the corner of Mercer and Tilden.

Her husband's shop.

She set the folder down. She picked up her coffee. She drank.

"Your husband owns that shop, doesn't he."

"He owns three shops."

"Is this one of them."

"Yes."

Iris let the answer sit. She watched Lourdes over the rim of her own cup. Iris had a way of letting silences do work that Lourdes had learned a lot from in her first year at the firm and had never quite been able to imitate.

"You want me to take it?"

Lourdes considered the question.

She considered it for half a beat longer than she should have. She felt the half beat. She knew Iris felt it too. There was no way for either of them to pretend the half beat had not happened, and so she did the next best thing, which was to speak right through it.

"No. I'll handle the conflict letter."

"You sure."

"It's a noise ordinance case, Iris. It's not adverse to the shop in any substantive way. The shop is a fact witness, not a defendant. I can wall myself off from the camera footage piece and let you take that part. I'll write the letter today."

"All right."

"All right."

Iris did not move. She held her coffee. She looked at Lourdes the way she had looked at her in year two of the firm when Lourdes had come in on a Monday with her hand wrapped from punching the wall of a courthouse stairwell after a verdict went the wrong way. Not judgment. Attention.

"Lourdes."

"Yes."

"You okay."

"I'm fine, Iris."

"You'd tell me."

"I would tell you."

Iris nodded. She stood. At the door she turned.

"Mrs. Pell wants to meet on Monday. She's seventy in November. She is, by all accounts, a person of significant dignity. She has been crying about this in her kitchen for six weeks and she does not strike anybody as a woman who cries easily."

"I'll see her Monday."

"I'll set it up."

Iris left.

Lourdes sat at her desk for a long time.

She opened a new Word document. She titled it CONFLICT_LETTER_PELL.docx. She wrote the opening sentence. This letter is to inform you of a potential conflict of interest in the firm's representation of the above-named client.

She wrote the second sentence. The undersigned counsel's spouse holds a financial interest in the named third party.

She stopped.

She looked at the two sentences for a long time.

She thought about the half beat she had taken in front of Iris. She thought about how the half beat had been the closest thing to honesty she had managed in a week.

She did not finish the letter.

She told herself she would finish it after lunch. She told herself, when she did not finish it after lunch, that she would finish it before she left for the day. She told herself, when she did not finish it before she left for the day, that she would finish it Monday morning before Mrs. Pell came in.

She closed the document without saving it.

She told herself that the document was still open, somewhere, in the part of the computer that held drafts. She told herself it was waiting.

She told herself a lot of things.

​The Caboose Road Photograph

AT 4:30 SHE WALKED to the courthouse to drop off a stipulation on a different case, the unrelated one with the hospital, the one with the lying HR director. The clerk who handled that division was a woman named Patrice who had worked the desk for twenty-six years and remembered every attorney who had ever been kind to her. Lourdes had been kind to her. The stipulation took six minutes.

On her way out she passed the bulletin board outside the small claims annex.

The bulletin board was crowded. It held a flyer for a domestic violence shelter and a notice about jury duty and a Polaroid of a lost cat and a hand-lettered sign for a tag sale in Verbena Heights. Lourdes glanced at it the way one glances at any bulletin board, expecting nothing.

She saw the photograph.

It was a four-by-six print, pinned at the top with a thumbtack. A photograph from a charity ride. The headline above it, in marker, read CALDER HOLLOW CHILDREN'S HOSPITAL FUND RIDE, AUGUST 12.

The chapter had ridden. Forty bikes, maybe fifty. They had raised something north of eleven thousand dollars. Lourdes knew because Cole had told her. Cole had been the one to organize it. Cole had stood at the front of the photograph in a black t-shirt and his cut, with his arms crossed, smiling at the camera the way he smiled when he had done something he was proud of.

Behind him, half-cropped at the right edge of the frame, was a woman.

The woman was not facing the camera. She was standing slightly behind Cole and to his right. She wore a faded green t-shirt that read TACOMA in white block letters across the chest. Her hair was dark and pulled back. Her face was three-quarters turned, looking at someone off-frame.

Her hand was on the back of Cole's neck.

The hand was not on his shoulder. The hand was not in a hug. The hand was not a casual hand. The hand was at the place where his hair met his collar, with the thumb resting in the small hollow above his spine, and the fingers light against the skin. It was the kind of hand that knew it had permission to be there.

Lourdes looked at the photograph for forty-five seconds.

She did not take it off the bulletin board. She did not photograph it with her phone. She did not need to. She had already memorized it.

She walked out of the courthouse.

The August heat hit her on the steps the way it had been hitting her all week, wet and animal. She crossed the street to the lot where her Volvo was parked. She got in. She did not start the engine. She sat with both hands on the steering wheel.

She thought about the perfume.

The faint perfume, the citrus, the bergamot. The one she had trained herself not to register because registering it would have required her to do something with the registration, and she had not, until this afternoon, been a woman who needed to do anything with what she was beginning to know.

She thought about Tuesday nights. She thought about the way Cole sometimes came home at 10:20 with his keys jangling and his boots loud, and how that was the version of him that returned from the shop, and how there was another version of him that returned from somewhere else, and how she had not, until now, allowed herself to count which nights were which.

She started the engine. She drove home.

She made dinner. She put on the apron Webb's wife had given her for Christmas the year of the renovation. She made a roast chicken because Cole liked roast chicken and she had bought one Sunday and she had told herself she would make it tonight. She made green beans with almonds. She set the table with the napkins she liked, the linen ones, the ones she only used when she was paying attention.

Cole came home at 7:15. Early, for him. He came into the kitchen and saw the table and stopped.

"You set the table."

"I made the chicken."

"Smells good."

"Sit down."

He sat. He took off his cap and put it on the chair beside him. He looked at her across the table the way he had looked at her across many tables for seven years, and she looked back, and she felt nothing she would later be able to name. Just the careful flat attention she had been giving him for hours without his knowing it.

He talked while he ate. He told her about the carburetor again, in more detail. He told her about a customer named Boyd who had come into the shop wanting a custom paint job on a Road King and had been a pain about the deposit. He told her that Tully's daughter had gotten into a college somewhere up north and Tully was pretending not to be proud about it and failing.

He ate well. He cleaned his plate. He had seconds of the green beans.

She watched him.

She had cooked for this man two thousand times. She had watched him eat probably twenty-five hundred times if you counted the breakfasts and the late-night sandwiches. She had never, in any of those meals, watched him the way she watched him now. With the same close clinical attention she gave a deponent. Looking for the place where the story did not match itself. Looking for the moment a person who is lying gives himself away by being too smooth about the small things.

He was smooth about the small things.

He was smooth about all of them.

"You're quiet tonight."

"Long day."

"Pell case?"

"Mm."

"You'll get it."

"Mm."

She did not tell him about the photograph. She did not tell him about the conflict letter she had not written. She did not tell him about the half beat she had taken in front of Iris. She did not tell him anything.

She thought about the locked drawer.

She thought about how the key was taped under the brass lamp. She thought about how she had walked past that drawer for four years. She thought about how she had, in the small private chamber of her own mind where she kept the things she had not yet looked at, always known what kind of drawer it was.

Cole helped her clear the table. He kissed the top of her head at the sink.

"I'm going to watch the game in the den. Come find me if you want."

"I have reading."

"All right."

He went to the den. She heard the television come on. The Braves were playing. She heard a low cheer from a crowd two states away.

She did not go to the den.

She went to her study. She closed the door. She sat at her desk in the dark for a long time without turning on the lamp.

She put her fork down. The fork was not in her hand. She had left it on the counter. But in her head, in the part of her that had been narrating her own life all evening like a transcript she was annotating, she put her fork down.

She had built a career on the assumption that the people who got away with things were the people whose wives had stopped looking.

She put her fork down and looked.
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​CHAPTER TWO: THE GEOGRAPHY OF TRUST
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​A Shop With Two Doors

She had driven past the shop four times in seven years.

She knew the count because she kept the kind of mind that kept counts. The first time had been the week Cole bought the property, before any renovations, when the building still had the previous owner's name on the sign. The second had been a Saturday morning when she was running errands and the route home happened to take her past it. The third had been a year ago, around Christmas, when she had picked up takeout from a barbecue place two blocks over and the road back routed her by the gate.

The fourth time had been an accident. The fifth was not.

She left the firm at 12:10 on Wednesday and told her assistant she had errands. She drove east, past the courthouse, past the small claims annex with the bulletin board she had not gone back to look at, past the Beacon Diner where she sometimes ate breakfast on the days she had to be in early. She took the bypass for two exits and got off at Tilden.

The shop sat on the corner of Mercer Avenue and Tilden Industrial Boulevard.

It was a long low building, white-painted cinder block, with a flat roof and two big service bay doors on the south face. Both bay doors were open. She could see, even from the street, the lift in the first bay with a black Harley up on it and a man in coveralls underneath. The office wing ran along the east side of the building, a single-story addition with three windows and a green metal door.

A chain-link fence enclosed the property on three sides. The fence had a rolling gate at the south end of the lot. The gate was open. The gate, she knew from a thing Cole had once said in passing, was always open during business hours. Cole did not like locked gates during the day. He said locked gates told customers you were hiding something.

She drove past slowly. She did not slow more than she would have for any cross street.

The hand-painted sign above the office door read WHITFIELD CUSTOM CYCLE & AUTO in white letters on a black field. The letters were a little crooked at the W. She had teased him about that, once. He had told her he had painted it himself in 2017 at four in the morning after losing a bet to Tully.

She took inventory the way she took inventory of a deposition room.

Six bikes in the side lot. Three trucks. A faded blue Silverado she recognized as Tully's. A Tacoma she did not recognize. The Tacoma was coral. Not red. Coral. A specific shade. The kind of color a person chose because they had opinions about color.

She did not photograph the Tacoma. She did not slow down to read the plate. She drove on.

She turned at the next intersection. She circled the block. She came back around on the other side and passed the shop a second time, going the opposite direction, slower this time but not so slow that anyone watching from the office windows would have remarked on her.

The coral Tacoma was still there. It had not moved. Nothing had moved.

She thought about how a person could see a vehicle four times in seven years and never see it. How the eye learns what is part of a place and what is not. How the coral Tacoma had probably been in that lot, on certain days, for a length of time she could not yet measure, and she had passed it a thousand times without passing it, because she had not been the kind of woman who slowed down to read plates in her husband's parking lot.

She drove back to the firm.

She did not eat lunch. She told her assistant she had eaten on the way. She closed her office door and sat with her back to it and looked out the window at the parking lot of the dental office across the street.

She thought about the bay doors. About the lift with the Harley on it. About the man in coveralls who had not looked up.

About the office wing.

The office wing had three windows. Two of them faced the parking lot. The third faced the side lot with the bikes. She had not, in any of the four previous drive-bys, paid attention to which windows had the blinds drawn. She did not, with the precision she would later wish she had, remember today's drive-by either. She thought maybe the third window had been half-shaded. She was not sure.

She closed her eyes.

She had taken depositions of men who managed properties they hid things in. She knew the architecture of such properties. She knew the way a working shop and a not-working shop fit together inside the same building. She knew which windows would be the office and which would be the back room and which would be the kind of room that did not have a name.

She had spent twelve years learning how to read buildings like the shop on Mercer and Tilden.

She had not, in seven years, read this one.

That was the part she would think about later. Not the perfume. Not the photograph. The professional failure. The thing she had been trained for, the thing she had built a name on, the thing she had stopped applying the moment it would have cost her something to apply it.

She opened her eyes.

She picked up the Pell file. She read it again. She read it for two hours, line by line, the way she should have read it the first time. She made notes in the margins in her own bad handwriting. She did not write the conflict letter. She told herself she would write it that evening at home.

She did not tell herself, this time, that she meant it.

​The Conversation She Doesn't Have

COLE GRILLED.

He came home at 6:45 with a sack of ribeyes from the grocery on Caboose Road and the kind of mood that made him whistle while he salted them. He had been in a good mood since he walked in. She could not tell whether the good mood was about a thing that had gone well at the shop or a thing that had gone well elsewhere, and she did not, sitting at the kitchen island with a glass of seltzer and a lime, ask.

He kissed her on the temple as he passed. He smelled like the shop, just the shop, no perfume tonight. She catalogued this without intending to.

"I'm doing them medium-rare. You okay with that."

"Medium-rare's fine."

"You want the rosemary or the thyme."

"Whichever you're using."

"Rosemary tonight."

"Rosemary's fine."

He took the steaks out to the back deck. She heard the grill lid clang. She heard him whistle the same four bars of something she half-recognized, an old country song, maybe. She watched him through the kitchen window. He had his back to her. He was standing with one hand on the grill handle and one hand on his hip, the stance he took when he was thinking about something far away.

She loved him. That was the part she had been forgetting to feel all day.

She loved him in the specific way a person loves the man they have been married to for seven years and have built a life around. Not the dizzy way of the first year. Not even the steady way of year three. The fourth-or-fifth-decade way, even though they had not been married four or five decades. A worn-in way. The way you love a coat you have had a long time.

The love did not contradict what she had seen in the courthouse. The love did not undo what she had not seen in the parking lot at Tilden Industrial. Both things sat in her chest at once, side by side, neither one shouting down the other, and she carried them both to the deck when he called her out to eat.

They ate outside. The August evening was thick and warm. Cicadas in the magnolia next door. Two children laughing somewhere down the block. A dog barked once and quit.

He told her about Tully's dog.

"You will not believe what Bigsby did this morning."

"Tell me."

"He ate a paint can."

"He ate a what."

"A paint can. A whole little half-pint can of touch-up enamel that Tully had left on the workbench. The lid was on. Bigsby got the lid off."

"Bigsby got the lid off."

"With his teeth. Tully comes in this morning and there is a punctured paint can in the middle of the floor and Bigsby is sitting beside it with his mouth black like a coal miner and Tully is yelling at him in a voice I have never heard Tully use."

"What did Tully do."

"He drove him to the vet. The vet said he was fine. The vet said Bigsby has eaten worse. Tully said, what is worse than enamel paint, and the vet said, you do not want to know, sir."

She laughed.

She laughed the full laugh, not the small polite one she used at dinners with his cousins. She put her hand over her mouth because she had a mouthful of ribeye and the laugh was about to be a problem. He laughed too, watching her laugh, the way he did. He liked making her laugh. He had liked it on the second date and he liked it now.

"Bigsby is a menace, Cole."

"Bigsby is a king. Bigsby is the king of dogs."

"Bigsby ate enamel paint."

"And lived. The vet said he might glow under blacklight for a week but he was otherwise fine. Tully bought him a steak."

"Tully bought him a steak."

"Tully bought him a porterhouse, Lourdes. From Otis. Otis came up to the shop with the cooler at noon and Tully bought the biggest steak in the box and gave it to the dog that ate paint."

She laughed again. He laughed with her.

This was the part she would have the hardest time with. The whole of it. The cicadas and the second laugh and the way the light came sideways across the deck through the magnolia. The way his face looked when he was telling a story about a dog. The way the steak was perfectly seasoned because he had been paying attention to the salt.

The marriage was not a desert. The marriage had rooms in it that worked.

The marriage had this deck and this story and this Wednesday in August.

He poured her more seltzer. He poured himself another beer. They ate in the comfortable silence of two people who had eaten thousands of meals together. A jet went over very high, pulling a thin white line across a sky that was beginning to turn the soft August blue of right before sunset.

He said, around a bite of steak, "I'll be late Thursday."

"What time of late."

"Late late. Memphis run, picking up parts."

She kept cutting her steak. She did not look up. She felt the small precise drop in her stomach the way a person feels a step missed in the dark. She kept cutting.

"You went to Memphis last month."

"Different parts."

"What parts."

"Cam shafts for the project bike. Guy I know off Lamar."

"All right."

"I'll be back by Friday lunch. Saturday at the latest."

"Drive safe."

"Always."

She did not ask which guy off Lamar. She did not ask the supplier's name. She did not ask why a man who had three shops and a parts catalog and a UPS account would drive four hours each way to Memphis for cam shafts. She did not ask any of the questions a competent attorney would have asked any witness who offered her that itinerary.

She ate her steak. She told him the steak was perfect. She meant it. The steak was perfect.

He was telling her where he would be. He was not asking her permission and he was not, in any visible way, lying. He was, in the small careful language of their marriage, providing her with a date and a window and a reason, the way he had provided her with hundreds of dates and windows and reasons over seven years. And she was, in the small careful language of their marriage, receiving the information and not pressing it.

This was the language they had built together.

She had been a co-author. She would have to sit with that. Not now. Later. The narration in her own head was already cataloguing it for later: she had been complicit in the training. She had let him train her, and she had trained him to expect that she could be trained, and the cooperation between them had been so smooth that neither of them had probably ever named it.

He cleared the plates. She made him a cup of decaf because he had said earlier that his stomach was off. They sat in the den and he watched the last three innings of a Braves game and she read a magazine she did not remember picking up. He fell asleep on the couch around 9:30 with the magazine still open on her lap. She covered him with the throw blanket from the back of the couch.

She did not wake him to come to bed. She let him sleep on the couch the way he sometimes did. He came up around midnight, she knew, on his own, half-awake, smelling of the den and the throw blanket and nothing else.

She went upstairs at 10:15. She lay in the dark and thought about Memphis. About cam shafts. About the guy off Lamar.

She heard the den TV go quiet around eleven. She heard the third stair creak around midnight, the way it always did. She closed her eyes and pretended to be asleep when he came in.

She felt him slide into bed beside her. She felt the weight of his arm come across her waist, the way it had come across her waist five thousand nights running. She did not move. She did not turn into him. She did not turn away. She let his arm be where it was and she lay very still and she listened to the hum of the second refrigerator coming up through the floor from the garage, and she counted her own breath, in for four and out for six, and she did not sleep for a long time.

​The Phone in the Glove Box

SHE REMEMBERED THE thermos at 1:14 a.m.

It was the small stainless thermos she carried to court on days she had to be on the road before the coffee shops opened. She had left it in Cole's truck on Tuesday morning when he had given her a ride to the courthouse because her Volvo had been in
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