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Chapter 1: The Hour Before Everything Changed






The clock on the microwave showed 3:14 when Eileen Adler got up from the kitchen chair and walked across the cold linoleum in bare feet. She hadn’t put on slippers since she hadn’t expected to be awake at this hour. Sleep had left her around two and hadn’t come back. Her hip ached the way it did when rain was coming, a deep, grinding pain that no amount of shifting in bed could ease.

She stood at the kitchen window and looked out at the street. The orange wash of the streetlight fell across the hood of her neighbor's Buick and died at the edges of the sidewalk. Beyond that, darkness. The kind of quiet that only came between three and five in the morning, when the city wasn't quite sleeping but wasn't quite awake either—just suspended in that gray water between the two.

Henry's boots sat by the front door where he always left them. Size eleven. She had been picking those boots up off the floor for thirty years—first his father's, then his. The same brand, the same laces worn down to strings. She'd never told him how those boots made her feel sometimes, like she was picking up the same man twice. The thought crossed her mind now and she rubbed her thumb against the inside of her wedding ring the way she did when she was missing Richard. Eleven years gone this past January and she still reached for him in the dark sometimes, still turned to say something and found the empty side of the bed.

She poured water into a mug and put it in the microwave. While she waited, she listened to the house. It had its own sounds at this hour: the hiss of the baseboards, the low hum of the refrigerator, and the occasional groan from the pipes when the heat turned on. She knew every sound the way you know a person’s breathing after sleeping beside them for years. If something was wrong in this house, she would notice.

Henry’s door was closed. From the hallway, she could see a thin strip of darkness under it. No light. Good. He had come home from his last run at eleven-thirty, dropped his bag, eaten half a sandwich while standing over the sink, and gone straight to bed. She had watched him from the couch without turning down the television. He walked like a man who had been driving for sixteen hours, his feet still searching for the road through the soles of his shoes.

He was forty-three and still driving those long overnight runs up and down the coast. She had accepted it years ago. You accept the things that feed your children, just like you accept the cold, the dark, and the special ache of loving someone who spends most of their life moving away from you.

She took her tea to the kitchen table and sat.

The street outside was empty. The Buick sat under the streetlight. The edge of Mrs. Kaplan’s azalea bush was bare in the February cold, its thin branches catching the orange light and looking like the bones of a hand.








