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  CHAPTER ONE

  
  










I came home four hours early because Denny Pruitt threw his back out lifting a transformer housing, and somebody had to fill in, and everybody looked at me, and I said fine, I’ll go in at six instead of ten, just to get out of the yard before the heat came all the way up. That’s the whole reason. Not instinct. Not some husband’s sixth sense tingling like they write about in the magazines at the grocery store checkout. A guy hurt his back. That’s how these things happen — not with thunder, with a slipped disc three counties over.

The garage door was up, which struck me as strange because Renee never left it up, not even for thirty seconds, on account of the neighbor’s dog getting into the garbage. I parked on the street instead of pulling in, which I couldn’t tell you why except that some part of me, some reptile stem at the back of my skull, wanted an exit that didn’t require backing out.

The house smelled like her candle, the vanilla one, burning at eleven in the morning, which it never did. I heard the bed before I saw it. You know how a sound tells you everything before your eyes get the chance to argue with it.

I opened the bedroom door and there they were, and I am not going to spend three paragraphs describing that, because you already know what it looked like, and honestly so did I, immediately, before my brain even finished processing it as a sentence. Renee made a sound like a smoke detector with a dying battery. The guy — Curtis Bramlett, drives a lifted Silverado, sells conveyor systems to poultry plants, I’d shaken his hand at a Fourth of July thing two summers back — the guy actually said, “Emmett, this isn’t what it looks like,” while pulling his jeans on one leg at a time, hopping, which struck me even in the moment as the single stupidest sentence a human being has said in the history of sentences, because it was exactly what it looked like. It was a hundred percent, no-notes, textbook-illustration what it looked like.

“Get out of my house,” I said. Not loud. I want that on the record. I didn’t yell it. I said it the way you’d tell somebody their dog was in the road.

Curtis got out of my house. Fast, too, for a man still working on his belt buckle.

Then it was just me and Renee, and I figured, okay, here’s where the begging starts, or the crying, or the version where she tells me it meant nothing and he means nothing and we can fix this, because that’s the show everybody’s seen. I was bracing for tears.

What I got instead was her reaching for her phone on the nightstand, thumb already moving, calm as a woman checking a weather app.

“What are you doing,” I said.

“Protecting myself,” she said, not even looking up.

“From what? I just caught you—”

“From you,” she said. “You get like this.”

I did not, in point of fact, “get like this.” I had never gotten like anything in eleven years of marriage except mildly sarcastic about her sister’s opinions on tile grout. But I want to tell you something about the next four minutes, because it moved fast, faster than the argument itself, faster than the shouting, which there absolutely was — I’m not pretending I stood there like a monk. I hollered. She hollered back. Standard stuff, dishes-adjacent volume, nothing that would’ve made the neighbors call anybody.

But underneath the hollering, her thumbs never stopped.

“Renee. Put the phone down.”

“I’m transferring the checking account,” she said, like she was reading me a grocery list. “Just so you know. Just so there’s no confusion about what’s happening right now.”

“You can’t just—”

“I can. It’s a joint account. Either signer can move funds. You taught me that, actually, back when we opened it. Funny how that works out.”

“This is insane. This is actually insane behavior.”

“The savings too,” she said, thumb still going. “There. Done. Oh, and I’m calling the credit card company after this, so don’t try to use the Visa for a hotel room, because it’s about to not exist.”

I stood there in my own bedroom, in front of my own dresser, and watched my wife of eleven years dismantle my entire financial existence with the same unbothered expression she used for online grocery pickup. That’s the part nobody warns you about. Not the affair. The affair, honestly, once the shock burned off, felt almost survivable, felt like something you could point to and say, well, that’s a clean, comprehensible catastrophe, a man did a bad thing with another man’s wife, roll credits. What broke something loose in my chest was the efficiency. The competence. She’d clearly thought about this. Maybe not today, maybe not with Curtis Bramlett specifically penciled in as the trigger, but she had a plan, and the plan had steps, and I was watching her execute the steps in real time with the calm of somebody running a well-rehearsed fire drill.

“You’re bluffing,” I said, which, in hindsight, ranks up there with Curtis’s line for stupidest sentence of the day. “You’re not actually going to leave me with nothing.”

“I changed the Amazon password already,” she said. “And the streaming ones. I’ll get to the bank login by tonight. I’d get out now, Emmett, honestly, because if you’re still standing in this house in ten minutes I’m calling the sheriff’s department and telling them my husband won’t leave and I’m afraid of him.”

“Afraid of me? I haven’t touched anything but my own dresser.”

“Doesn’t matter what’s true,” she said. “Matters what they hear on the phone.”

And here is where I want to be honest with you, because there is not a single flattering way to tell the rest of this: I believed her. Not eventually. Immediately. Something in the register of her voice, some new octave I’d never heard her use in eleven years, told me this woman had already decided the marriage was a controlled demolition and I was standing in the blast radius arguing about the wiring.

I grabbed a duffel bag from the closet — the one we used for the one camping trip we ever took, four years back, to a state park with mediocre Wi-Fi — and I started throwing things into it without any system whatsoever. My laptop. Three shirts, and I couldn’t tell you to this day why three, some subconscious math about a long weekend that had nothing to do with reality. Running shoes, because apparently some animal part of me thought I might need to flee on foot at some point in the near future, which, given the trajectory of the day, was not an unreasonable hedge. A dopp kit I hadn’t restocked since a work trip to Mobile. Half a bag of beef jerky sitting on top of the dresser, teriyaki, and I grabbed that too, like a man packing for the apocalypse and remembering, at the last second, snacks.

“You have got to be kidding me with this,” I said, zipping the bag, not even sure who I was talking to anymore. Her. Myself. The dresser.

“I’m not kidding,” Renee said. “I’ve never been less kidding in my life.”

I drove off with eighty-seven dollars in my wallet, a duffel bag of nonsense in the passenger seat, and absolutely no plan beyond the word away.

Here’s the thing about away, though. Away isn’t a destination. Away is a direction, and eventually you have to convert direction into an actual address, and when you’re a forty-one-year-old man sitting in a Honda Accord at two in the afternoon with eighty-seven dollars to his name and a canceled credit card, the list of addresses available to you gets short fast. A hotel needs a card that works. A friend’s couch needs a friend you’re willing to call and admit this to, out loud, with your own mouth, and I was not there yet, not by a long shot. My brother Dale lived two states over and would’ve helped, probably, eventually, after a lecture I didn’t have the stomach for.

What I had was a Wal-Mart Supercenter fourteen minutes from the house, the one on Route 9 with the automotive bay and the McDonald’s welded onto the side of it like a barnacle, and I had, somewhere in the back of my skull, this half-formed non-thought: I’ll park there a while, get my head straight, figure out the hotel situation before it gets dark.

I want you to understand that I did not, at 2:40 in the afternoon, believe I was about to become a person who slept in a parking lot. I believed I was a person temporarily inconvenienced by a spouse’s emotional and financial ambush, working out logistics. There’s a difference, or there was, in my head, right up until there very much wasn’t.

I parked in the far end of the lot, away from the cart corral, near a landscaped median with two sad crepe myrtles doing their best. I called the bank. Automated hold music, then a human who informed me, with the gentle regret of a man reading a eulogy, that the account had in fact been accessed and the balance was, in fact, zero, and no, sir, there’s nothing we can do about a joint account transfer initiated by another authorized signer, that’s really more of a domestic matter, sir.

Domestic matter. I sat with that phrase a while.

By five, I’d called Dale, gotten his voicemail, hung up without leaving a message because I didn’t know yet how to say the sentence out loud. By six, I’d eaten four pieces of the beef jerky and half a warm bottle of water from the cupholder. By eight, the sun had gone down enough that the parking lot lights kicked on, that particular sodium-orange wash that makes everybody look like they’ve got a fever, and I noticed, without much interest at the time, that there were other cars parked out at this end of the lot too. A Buick with a sun-faded rosary hanging off the mirror. A pickup with a camper shell and a folding chair strapped to the bed rail. I remember thinking, vaguely, that it was strange so many people parked way out here instead of up front by the entrance, and then not thinking about it again, because I had my own crisis to manage and no bandwidth left over for anybody else’s.

“Tomorrow,” I told the empty passenger seat, out loud, in the voice of a man trying to convince a jury, “I’ll figure out a hotel. Cash advance, something. One night in the car isn’t the end of the world.”

At 2:17 in the morning I was still sitting bolt upright in the driver’s seat, seatbelt off but jacket still on, staring at the entrance doors sliding open and shut for nobody, some automated tic in the building’s nervous system, and thinking about Curtis Bramlett’s jeans, one leg at a time, hopping.

At 4:30 I gave up on dignity and found the seat recline lever.

At 6:03, somebody knocked on the glass.

I came up out of something that wasn’t quite sleep so much as a mugging of consciousness, and there was a Wal-Mart associate standing there in a blue vest, name tag reading DARNELL, holding a radio, looking at me with the specific weariness of a man who has had this exact conversation more times than he can count and has stopped expecting it to go anywhere interesting.

“Sir,” he said, muffled through the window, “you can’t sleep here.”

I rolled the window down two inches, throat like a gravel driveway. “Sorry, I was just—”

“Overnight parking’s not really a thing we allow,” he said, in the tone of a man reciting a policy he didn’t write and didn’t believe in.

I sat up, blinking against the grey early light, and looked past him — actually looked, for the first time, at the lot instead of through it — and there they were. Twenty, twenty-five cars scattered along that back row, windows fogged, a couple with those cheap silver sunshades taped up against the glass from the inside, one guy in a truck bed under a tarp with just his boots sticking out, an RV with its little awning extended like it was planning to stay a while.

“That’s funny,” I said, “because it looks like I very much can.”

Darnell followed my gaze, and something in his face did a slow concession, the look of a man who knows the rule and knows the reality and has made his peace with the gap between them.

“Yeah,” he said finally, radio crackling something unrelated at his hip. “I guess you can.”

He walked off toward the cart corral without another word, which I took, correctly, as the full extent of the enforcement I was going to face.

I sat there a minute in the grey light with my seat still reclined, watching Darnell round up carts nobody had bothered to return, and something settled over me that wasn’t relief exactly, wasn’t despair either, more like the particular stillness that comes after a car accident, that half-second where your body is checking itself for damage before your brain lets you feel any of it.

Nobody was coming. Not tonight, not tomorrow morning, not with a spare key and a speech about how everything was going to be fine. Dale hadn’t called back. Renee certainly wasn’t calling back, not with anything other than a lawyer’s letterhead. Whatever this was, it was mine to sit in.

I climbed over the console into the back seat, because the reclined front seat had done nothing for my spine, and pulled my jacket up over my shoulder like a blanket that wasn’t nearly big enough for the job.

Night one.
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Daylight makes everything look reasonable. That’s the cruelest trick it plays. By nine in the morning the lot was just a lot again — carts rattling, minivans disgorging toddlers, a guy in an orange vest painting fresh yellow lines nobody would notice for a week before they faded back to grey. I sat in the McDonald’s, bought a coffee with change I found wedged in the console, and used their bathroom to brush my teeth like a man on a business trip instead of a man three days from ruin. I told myself the hotel plan was still alive. I told myself a lot of things that morning.

It wasn’t until the sun went down again that I understood what I’d actually parked myself in the middle of.

The far end of that lot, past the cart corral, past the last row of handicap spaces nobody ever used because the store didn’t get busy enough to fill the close ones, had its own population. Not homeless in the way I’d pictured homeless, which — I’ll admit this now, I won’t get another chance to admit it honestly — was shopping carts and cardboard signs and a specific kind of desperation I associated with overpasses. This was different. This was an RV with a Rand McNally atlas duct-taped over a cracked side window. This was a Ford Ranger with two lawn chairs set up behind the tailgate like a man had built himself a porch. This was a Corolla with a child’s car seat still installed in back and a woman in the driver’s seat scrolling her phone at eleven at night with the dome light on, like she was just waiting for somebody to come home.

Truckers parked further out where the rigs could idle. Delivery drivers came and went at odd hours, sleeping in shifts between routes. There were retirees in campers who’d sold the house and hit the road on purpose, and there were people who’d hit the road on considerably less purpose. Overnight stockers took their breaks out there, sitting on tailgates, vaping, staring at nothing. A couple in their seventies slept in a Buick with the seats reclined, holding hands across the console, which was either the saddest thing I’d ever seen or the most romantic, and I never did work out which.

Some of them, I understood without being told, were running from something. A husband. A warrant. A version of themselves they couldn’t stomach anymore. Others were running from nothing at all, just circumstances, just a bad month that had turned into a bad year the way bad months sometimes do.

I stood there taking inventory of it — my window cracked two inches, jerky wrapper crumpled in the cupholder — and I remember thinking, with a confidence I am not proud of: These people have made choices. I’m having something done to me. Like there was a meaningful distinction. Like the woman in
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