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For the ones we could not save.

For the ones we were never meant to love.

For the ones who changed us anyway.

Love.  Peace.  Release.
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“IT IS BETTER TO BE feared than loved, if you cannot be both.”

— Niccolò Machiavelli
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​The New Arrival
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Day 63

The file was thin for a man accused of two murders.

Eli had read worse and thicker. He'd sat with men convicted on stacks of paper three inches deep — photographs, forensics, witness statements, the whole terrible architecture of proof — and he'd sat with men convicted on almost nothing, a coincidence of geography and a public defender who billed twelve hours and disappeared. He'd learned not to read the files too carefully. What the file said about a man and what the man turned out to be were rarely the same thing, and Eli's job was not the file. His job was the man.

August Devereux Cole. Age thirty-four. Conviction: two counts murder in the first degree, the bodies of Michael and Sandra Pruitt found September eleventh in Room 9 of the Cavalier Motor Lodge outside Beaumont, Texas. August Cole had been in Room 7. His fingerprints were on the ice machine in the corridor between them. No other physical evidence placing him at the scene. No alibi. Prior arrests: assault, 2017, charges later dropped; public intoxication, 2019, pled to disorderly conduct.

The photograph in the file was six years old, taken at booking. The man in it looked like someone who had recently decided that the world owed him nothing and had found this clarifying rather than defeating. High forehead. A set to the jaw that might have been stubbornness or might have been the particular kind of exhaustion that presents as stubbornness in men who have never been allowed to simply be tired. Eyes that were either brown or very dark green — the photograph's quality made it impossible to tell.

A stillness in the face that read, depending on how you looked at it, as either great calm or great danger.

Eli set the file down and looked out the window of his office at the yard, empty in the early morning heat. The sky above the fence line was the particular pale white of a Southern summer at seven a.m., before the blue had come back into it. A guard crossed the yard below. A mockingbird was working through its repertoire on the razor wire, cycling through three other birds' songs in quick succession, as if auditioning for something.

He'd been doing this for eleven years.

Thirty-one men. He kept count the way some people kept count of their sins — not obsessively, but with the steady attention of someone who understood that forgetting would be its own kind of wrong. He knew what was required of him in this work: not absolution, which he couldn't offer and had mostly stopped believing in anyway, and not judgment, which wasn't his to make, and not rescue, which was never on the table. Presence. The particular quality of attention that said you are not alone in this, even when alone was the precise and unavoidable truth of the situation.

He'd been good at it. Or good enough. The distinction had stopped mattering around year four.

He picked the file up again.

August Cole had refused all prior chaplaincy contact. Six years on death row and not one visit, not one request, not one note passed through the meal slot. The notation in the file said no religious preference indicated and then, below that, in a different hand: hostile to ministry personnel. No elaboration. Eli had learned that hostile to ministry personnel could mean anything from genuinely antagonistic to simply exhausted by the performance of institutional concern.

The new request had come through the appeals attorney. A woman named Kathleen Broward, who had taken the case pro bono two years ago and was currently working a claim based on a witness who hadn't been called at trial. She'd written, in the request she'd filed on her client's behalf, that Mr. Cole had expressed willingness to meet with the facility chaplain.

Eli had read willingness three times. It was not the word for a man who wanted something. It was the word for a man who had calculated that something might be useful.

He understood that. He didn't hold it against anyone. Everyone in this building was managing a terrible arithmetic.

He looked at the photograph again. Sixty-three days. The execution date was September nineteenth. He had until September nineteenth to be whatever August Cole needed him to be, and then he would do what he had done thirty-one times before: he would stand in the chamber and he would bear witness and he would not look away.

He thought: I should rotate. There were two other chaplains on the unit rotation. Either of them could take August Cole's case. There was no reason it needed to be Eli specifically. The Warden had been suggesting, gently and with increasing frequency, that Eli consider lighter assignments, that eleven years on death row was longer than anyone else on staff had lasted, that there was no shame in stepping back.

He thought: I won't.

He didn't ask himself why.



The visiting room smelled of industrial cleaner and something underneath it that the cleaner couldn't reach — the mineral smell of concrete holding decades of anxiety, Eli had always thought, the accumulated fear of men who had sat in these chairs and tried to find the right words. The chairs were bolted to the floor. Everything was bolted to the floor. The phones on both sides of the glass had thick cords in reinforced casings, and the glass itself was scratched from years of hands pressed against it, palms and fingertips leaving ghost impressions that the cleaning staff could never entirely remove.

Eli sat down and waited.

He had brought a copy of Gilead because he always brought something and because he'd been meaning to reread it and because he'd learned that the book he brought said something to a new person before either of them spoke — not about the book necessarily, but about what kind of conversation Eli was prepared to have. He'd brought thrillers to men who only wanted distraction. He'd brought Augustine to a man who'd laughed for ten minutes straight and then wept. He'd learned to read the file and make a guess and be wrong and adjust.

Gilead said: I think you might be someone who thinks about things. I am prepared to be wrong about this.

The door on the other side opened.

August Cole was taller than Eli had expected, which was irrational — the photograph gave no reference for height — but the file had carried some quality of compression, of a man reduced to his components, and the man who walked into the room had not been reduced at all. He moved without performance. No aggression in it, no deference either, just a man crossing a room because there was a chair at the end of it and he had been told to sit in the chair.

He sat.

He looked at Eli through the scratched glass, and his eyes, Eli noted with the detached precision of a man making a clinical observation, were green. Dark green, almost brown at the center, with a quality of attention that Eli associated with people who had nothing left to manage. Not emptiness. The opposite of emptiness. He'd seen it before in men who'd been here long enough. A kind of clarification.

Eli picked up the phone. Waited.

After a moment, August Cole picked up his.

Neither of them spoke.

Eli had learned patience in this room. He had sat with men who needed twenty minutes before they found words, and he had given them the twenty minutes without filling it, because the filling was almost always for the chaplain's comfort rather than the condemned man's. Silence was not failure. Silence was sometimes the only honest thing available.

But this silence was different. August Cole was not struggling toward speech. He was watching Eli with the deliberate focus of someone conducting an assessment. Taking inventory. Eli had the distinct and disorienting sensation of being read.

"You brought a book," August said.

His voice was lower than Eli had expected. A Cajun softness at the edges of it, years away from Louisiana but not gone entirely.

"I usually do," Eli said.

"Gilead." August said the title without inflection, neither approving nor dismissing. "Marilynne Robinson."

"You've read it."

"Three times." A pause. "The second time I was angry at it. The third time I understood what I'd been angry at."

Eli set the book down on the shelf below the glass. "What were you angry at?"

August looked at him for a moment. Something shifted in his face — not warmth exactly, but a recalibration, as if Eli had answered a question August hadn't asked aloud.

"The premise," August said. "That a man can write his whole life down for his son and have it mean something. That there's someone to write it for." He glanced at the book through the glass. "Second time I read it I was angry because I wanted that to be true and couldn't make myself believe it. Third time I understood that Robinson knows it might not be true. That the whole book is a man trying to make it true by the force of wanting it." He paused. "That's a different kind of faith than the Sunday school version."

Eli said nothing. He was aware that he was holding the phone slightly tighter than necessary.

"You're not what I expected," August said.

"What did you expect?"

"Someone who'd tell me God loves me." He said it without contempt. Factually. "They usually lead with that."

"Does it help when they lead with that?"

"No."

"Then I won't."

August looked at him. The quality of his attention had shifted again — less assessment now, something more considered. He leaned back slightly in his chair and Eli noticed, for the first time, the scar that ran along the left side of his jaw, pale against his skin. Old. Years old.

"What do you lead with?" August asked.

Eli thought about it honestly, which was something he didn't always do. "Usually I ask what people want from the time we have. Some men want to talk about their cases. Some men want to argue about God. Some men want to talk about their kids, or their mothers, or a place they used to go." He paused. "Some men want someone to sit here and not need anything from them. That's harder to provide than it sounds."

"Which kind do you prefer?"

It was not a question Eli was asked. In eleven years, no one had asked it.

"The ones who don't make it easy," he said, and was surprised to hear it come out as truth.

August Cole looked at him through sixty-three days worth of scratched glass, and something in his face changed in a way Eli would spend the drive home trying to name and fail.

"Sixty-three days," August said.

"Yes."

"You've done this before."

"Thirty-one times."

August absorbed this. "Did any of them make it easy?"

"A few."

"Did that bother you?"

Eli considered lying. "Yes," he said.

August nodded slowly, as if this confirmed something. He set his phone hand on the counter and looked not at Eli but at some point beyond him, through the wall maybe, at whatever geometry of thought he was working through.

"I didn't kill them," he said. His voice was even. No heat in it, no plea. The same tone he'd used to discuss Marilynne Robinson. "I want you to know that I know you won't believe me. Everyone who sits where you're sitting has heard that sentence from every person who has sat where I'm sitting. I'm telling you anyway because I've decided to tell the truth for whatever time I have left, and that's the truth."

Eli didn't say I believe you. He didn't say the evidence suggests otherwise. He said: "All right."

August looked at him then. A long, level look.

"Same time Thursday?" Eli asked.

"Yeah," August said, and something moved through his voice that Eli was careful not to name. "Same time Thursday."



He drove home with the windows down because the air conditioning in his Civic had died in June and he hadn't fixed it. The evening was still hot, the air coming through the window thick and smelling of cut grass from somewhere and beneath it the particular dark sweetness of the South at dusk, something floral and rotting at once, beautiful in the way that things are beautiful when they are also briefly dying.

He thought about August Cole saying I've decided to tell the truth for whatever time I have left.

He thought about the way August had said Gilead — without performing recognition, without using it to establish something. Just the title, and what he'd found in it, offered plainly.

He thought about the scar along the jaw. The prior assault charge. The stillness.

He thought: sixty-three days.

He didn't think: I should have rotated. He had stopped being willing to think that particular thought sometime in the last two hours, without marking when exactly the thought had become unavailable. He noticed its absence the way you noticed a sound had stopped — not at the moment it stopped, but in the quiet after, when the shape of what was missing made itself felt.

He pulled into his parking space. Sat for a moment with the engine off.

His phone showed two missed calls from Dana and a text that said dinner? with a question mark that contained, Eli thought, the particular kind of patience that was beginning, very slowly, to run out.

He texted back: Long day. Rain check?

He sat in the dark car in the parking lot and looked at his hands on the steering wheel and thought about a man behind glass telling him he'd decided to tell the truth.

He thought: I didn't ask him if that was new.

He thought: Thursday.

He went inside.
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​What He Reads
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He brought three books.

This was unusual. He'd never brought more than one, not in eleven years, because one book was a gesture and three books was a question — who are you, what do you need, which of these is closest — and he hadn't wanted to ask that question of anyone before. He told himself the extra two were backup. He believed this approximately as much as he believed anything he told himself in the car on the way to Pettijohn anymore, which was less and less.

He'd spent more time than he would admit selecting them.

Gilead had already been read, three times, the last time with understanding. That ruled out the obvious choices — the books people brought to death row the way they brought flowers to a hospital, beautiful and beside the point. He'd stood in his apartment Thursday evening after Dana had called again and he hadn't answered again, looking at his shelves, and conducted what he recognized, with some unease, as an audition. Holding books up against his memory of August Cole's face. Putting them back.

He'd settled on Borges, the Labyrinths collection, because the man thought in labyrinths whether he wanted to or not. Sebald's The Rings of Saturn because it was a book about walking through the residue of catastrophe and finding it beautiful, which seemed relevant. And, on impulse he didn't examine, a battered Penguin paperback of Pascal's Pensées — the fragments, the unfinished argument, the famous wager — because August Cole had said he'd decided to tell the truth and Eli wanted to know what kind of mind would make that decision and mean it.

He set them on the shelf below the glass and waited.

August came in without the guard having to tell him to sit. He'd noticed that last time too — the absence of the small resistances that most men maintained as the only sovereignty available to them. August Cole moved through the institution's choreography without fighting it and without capitulating to it either, as if he were simply elsewhere while his body complied. Eli recognized this. He'd seen it in contemplatives, occasionally. Men who had found the room inside the room.

August sat. Picked up the phone.

Looked at the three books on the shelf.

"You're nervous," he said.

Eli hadn't expected that to be the first sentence. "What makes you say that?"

"You brought three." August tilted his head slightly, reading the spines through the glass. "Last time you brought one and it was exactly right. Three means you weren't sure. You're not usually unsure."

"You don't know what I'm usually."

"No," August said. "But I know what you were last time. Certain. You sat down and you were already certain about what you'd brought." He paused. "These are Borges, Sebald, and — " he leaned forward slightly — "Pascal."

"Yes."

August leaned back. Something moved through his expression that wasn't quite a smile — the suppressed precursor to one, perhaps, a smile that had thought better of itself. "Borges I've read. Most of it. Sebald I've read twice. The Rings of Saturn specifically." He looked at the Pascal. "I haven't read the Pensées all the way through. I started it the first year I was here and put it down."

"Why?"

"The wager bothered me."

"It bothers most people."

"Not for the usual reason." August looked at the Penguin paperback for a moment. "Most people object to the logic. Calculating faith like a gambling problem. But the logic is fine, actually. The logic is almost too clean." He shifted in his chair. "What bothered me was that Pascal wrote it sick. Chronically sick, most of his adult life. Headaches, stomach, legs — he was in pain almost constantly. And he still sat down and tried to make the argument hold." He glanced up at Eli. "I found that either very brave or very sad and I couldn't decide which, and I didn't want to be in the middle of that question indefinitely, so I stopped."

Eli looked at him. "Which do you think it is now?"

"Both," August said. "I think I was wrong to want them to be separate."

Eli slid the Pascal through the slot at the bottom of the glass. August picked it up, turned it over, read the back. His hands were careful with it in the way of someone who'd spent years where books were the only objects with any texture worth attending to.

"You've read it," August said. Not a question.

"Several times."

"What's your answer? Brave or sad?"

"I think Pascal was trying to stay alive," Eli said. "The argument was the method. When the thing that keeps you alive is also the thing you're most uncertain about, you build a structure around the uncertainty and live inside it." He paused. "That's not sad and it's not brave. It's just what you do."

August looked at him for a long moment. "How long have you been a priest?"

"Ordained sixteen years. Death row for eleven."

"And before death row?"

"Parish in Memphis. Before that, seminary in Virginia."

"When did you stop believing?"

Eli had been asked this before, by condemned men who wanted to destabilize him, who had decided that if they could knock the chaplain's faith loose there was some satisfaction in that — a leveling, perhaps, or just the comfort of company in faithlessness. He had learned to answer it with the practiced ambiguity of someone who had thought carefully about what he was and wasn't willing to give away.

He found he didn't want to do that.

"I didn't stop believing," he said. "I stopped believing in a version of it that required certainty. Those aren't the same thing."

August was quiet for a moment. "What do you still believe in?"

"Presence," Eli said. "That it matters to be here. That there's something in being witnessed that isn't nothing." He stopped. "That's either God or it isn't, and I've made my peace with not knowing which."

The room was very quiet. Through the wall somewhere, a door opened and shut, and the brief noise of the unit's ambient sound — voices, a television, a guard's radio — entered and then was gone.

"I grew up Pentecostal," August said. He said it the way people named things they'd survived. "Rural Louisiana, the real version. People falling out in the aisles, speaking in tongues, the whole theater of it." His voice was even, but something underneath it was not entirely even. "My mother believed in all of it. Completely. Not performing — believed. She could walk into a room and feel the presence of something. I watched her do it my whole childhood and I never felt it once." He looked down at the Pascal in his hands. "I always thought the failure was mine."

"Maybe it was hers," Eli said. "Maybe what she felt was real for her and wasn't transmissible."

August looked up. "That's a lonely answer."

"Yes."

August turned the book over again. "She came to see me the first year I was here. Once. She prayed over me through the glass — this glass, this room, right here. For about twenty minutes. Spoke in tongues. Cried." He paused. "I held the phone and waited for her to finish and I felt nothing except that I didn't want her to have to do this. That I wanted it to cost less." He set the book on the counter. "She died in 2021. I didn't find out until three weeks after. They don't always — there's a process, notification, and she hadn't listed anyone to call me directly, so it went through channels."

"I'm sorry," Eli said.

"Are you." Not hostile. Genuinely asking.

"Yes."

August nodded slowly, accepting this without either dismissing it or being comforted by it. He had a quality, Eli was beginning to understand, of receiving what was offered and neither inflating it nor minimizing it. A precision of reception.

"Tell me about the Sebald," Eli said. "You said twice."

August looked at him — at the shift in direction. He didn't call it out. He followed it.

"The first time I read it I was fixated on the ruins. The wool halls, the herring industry, the whole catalog of things that used to be enormous and important and are now just — configurations of rubble." He paused. "The second time I stopped caring about the ruins and started caring about Sebald walking. The act of it. A man walking through a landscape and thinking, and the thinking being sufficient. The walk being the point." He tilted his head. "I hadn't thought before that walking could be a form of devotion. That the accumulation of steps could be a practice."

"He was very sick when he wrote it," Eli said. "Like Pascal. He had a heart condition. He died five years after it was published."

"I know." August was quiet. "I wonder if knowing you're going to die changes how you walk. If the ground means more." He looked at his own hands, briefly, then back at Eli. "I think about walking a lot. What I'd do first."

The conditional lodged in Eli's chest like a splinter. What I'd do first. The hypothetical of a man who had been inside these walls for six years, for whom the outside world existed only as a sustained act of imagination.

"Where would you go?" Eli asked.

"Water," August said, without hesitating. "I grew up near the bayou. I'd go back to water first." A pause. "Just to stand at the edge of something moving."

They sat with that for a moment.

"Have you been back?" Eli asked. "To Louisiana. Since before."

"No. I was in Texas when it happened. I'd been there three weeks." He said when it happened the way he said everything — without the defensive styling of a man constructing a narrative, but without the exposure of a man confessing either. A neutral reporting of fact. "I'd been working a pipeline job. Moved around a lot that year."

"What did you do before that?"

"Before the pipeline? Construction, mostly. Some offshore work when I could get it. I'm good with my hands." He held them up briefly, an oddly unself-conscious gesture, and Eli noted the breadth of them, the old scarring across the knuckles of the right hand. He did not note this with clinical detachment. He noted it the way you note something you are going to return to. "I didn't stay anywhere long," August continued. "I wasn't—" He stopped. Reconsidered. "I was angry for a long time. When you're angry like that and you don't know what to do with it, you move. You think if you get far enough from the thing that made you angry, eventually you'll outrun it."

"Does that work?"

"No," August said. "You just get tired in more places."

Eli looked at him through the glass. The fluorescent light overhead was doing something unkind to the room's colors, washing everything to the same institutional gray-white, and August Cole sat in it without it diminishing him, which Eli noticed and filed and did not yet understand the significance of.

"The assault charge," Eli said. "In 2017."

He had not planned to ask this. He asked it.

August met his eyes. "You read the file."

"I always read the file."

"What does the file say?"

"Charges filed, later dropped. No details."

August looked at the Pascal on the counter between them. "Man I used to know," he said finally. "Situation that needed resolving and I resolved it in a way I'm not proud of. He didn't press charges in the end." He looked up. "I'm not going to tell you I'm someone who doesn't have violence in him. I think you'd know that was a lie."

"I would," Eli said.

"Does that change anything?"

Eli thought about the honest answer. Found it. "No."

Something in August's face shifted — something that moved too quickly to be caught and named, some private response to a private calculation. He looked away for a moment, at the wall, then back.

"Why not?" he asked.

"Because everyone in this building has violence in them," Eli said. "The men on this side of the glass and the men on that side. I've been doing this long enough to stop finding that surprising." He paused. "What I find interesting is what people do with it. Where it comes from. What's underneath it."

August looked at him for a long moment. "You're not like the others," he said. Not as a compliment. As a conclusion reached through evidence.

"What are the others like?"

"Afraid," August said. "Or performing not being afraid, which is the same thing." He leaned forward slightly, forearms on the counter. "You're not afraid of me."

Eli held his gaze. "Should I be?"

August was quiet for five full seconds. Eli counted them without meaning to.

"Probably," August said.

It was not a threat. That was what stayed with Eli afterward, in the car and then in his apartment, what he kept returning to through the long evening: it had not been a threat. It had been something that might have been honesty, or might have been the calculated deployment of honesty, or might have been something August Cole had said to every chaplain and social worker and appeals attorney who had ever sat across from him and found insufficient purchase for alarm.

He could not tell. That was the thing. He had spent eleven years developing the ability to read men in this room, to feel the quality of what was being given to him and what was being withheld, and August Cole was the first person in eleven years about whom Eli could not locate the seam between the performance and the man underneath it.

He drove home with the windows down. The night was still and hot and somewhere a few streets over someone was playing music, something with a slow bass underneath it that Eli could feel in his sternum before he could hear the melody.

He went upstairs. Poured two fingers of whiskey he didn't particularly want and stood at his kitchen window and looked at the parking lot below.

His phone was on the counter. Dana had not called. She had sent a text at nine-fifteen that said hope you're okay and nothing after that, and Eli looked at it for a long time and understood that the hope you're okay was doing more work than those three words ought to have to do.

He didn't call her.

He stood at the window and drank the whiskey and thought about a man who had violence in him saying probably with the precision of someone who meant exactly that word and not one on either side of it.

He thought about hands. Old scarring on the right knuckle. The careful way August had handled the book.

He thought about just to stand at the edge of something moving.

He poured another finger of whiskey and did not drink it. Set it on the counter and went to his desk and opened his journal — he had kept one since seminary, a discipline that had long since stopped feeling like discipline and started feeling like the only form of prayer he trusted — and sat looking at the blank page.

He wrote: August Cole.

He sat there for a while.

He didn't write anything else.
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​What the File Says
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Day 49

The case file for the Pruitt murders ran to one hundred and twelve pages.

Eli knew this because he'd counted them, sitting at his desk at six-fifteen in the morning with the blinds angled against the early light and a cup of coffee going cold beside him, turning pages with the methodical attention of a man who had told himself he was doing due diligence and believed this less with every page he turned. He had read case files before. He had read them for the same reason he read them now, or so he told himself: because knowing the shape of a man's conviction helped him understand what the man was carrying, what he needed to put down, what he would never be able to put down. The file was not the man. The file was the story the state had told about the man. Those were different things, and Eli had always been able to hold them separately.

He was having trouble holding them separately.

He turned back to the beginning and read it again.



The Cavalier Motor Lodge sat eleven miles outside Beaumont on a state highway that connected, at either end, to places people actually wanted to go. The kind of road you were on because you were between things. The motel had twelve rooms in a single story L-shape around a parking lot containing, on the night of September tenth, seven vehicles. The office was staffed until ten p.m. After that, a sign directed guests with issues to call a number that rang to the owner's house two miles away. The owner had not been called that night.

Michael Pruitt, forty-one. Sandra Pruitt, thirty-eight. Married eleven years. From Conroe, Texas. Michael worked HVAC. Sandra was a dental hygienist. They had two children, seven and nine, who had been staying with Sandra's mother. The Pruitts had checked into Room 9 at four-seventeen p.m. on September tenth. The motel's exterior camera, positioned above the office door, covered the parking lot at an angle that caught the entrance to rooms one through six and the partial frontage of seven through twelve. It had not captured anything useful after nine p.m. due to a lighting issue that the owner had been meaning to address.

They were found the following morning at eleven-forty a.m. when the cleaning staff unlocked the room. The door had not been chained from inside, which the responding officers noted as unusual, given that the Pruitts' car was still in the lot. The medical examiner put time of death between eleven p.m. and two a.m.

Both had been struck. Blunt force, the file said, and gave the clinical language for what that meant in terms of what was found, and Eli read the clinical language and felt it anyway, the way you felt the weight of a word even when the word was doing its best to weigh nothing. He had sat with men who had done things like this, and he had sat with men accused of doing things like this, and he had learned that the facts of violence were not the same as the violence, that the report of a thing and the thing itself were separated by an enormous and unbridgeable distance. He knew this. He read the file and felt the distance close and tried to reopen it.

August Devereux Cole had checked into Room 7 at six-forty-four p.m. Paid cash. Gave the desk clerk his name and license plate. The desk clerk, interviewed twice, described him as quiet and unremarkable, someone she would not have been able to pick out of a lineup — and here the file noted, in parentheses, that she had subsequently identified him from a photo array, which the defense had challenged and the court had allowed.

His fingerprints were on the ice machine. Room 7 to Room 9 was a distance of approximately thirty feet, with the ice machine at the midpoint.

His truck had been found in the lot. He had been found the following morning in a diner four miles north on the same highway, eating eggs, when the call came over and the responding officer, eating at the counter, had recognized the truck description from the APB and looked up and made the man across the diner. August Cole had not run. He had, according to the officer's report, set down his fork and said: I figured someone would come.

Eli read that sentence three times.

I figured someone would come.

Not the sentence of a man who didn't know what had happened in Room 9. Not necessarily the sentence of a man who had made it happen. The sentence of a man who understood that he was already inside the story, had known since he woke up that morning that he was inside it, and had sat down to eat eggs in the particular way of someone completing the last ordinary thing available to him.

There was no physical evidence placing him inside Room 9. No blood on his clothing, which had been collected and tested. No DNA at the scene. His prints on the ice machine and nowhere else. The Pruitts' car keys were in Michael Pruitt's pocket. Nothing had been taken from the room. No evident motive was established in the original trial, though the prosecution had gestured at August's prior assault charge and invited the jury to draw conclusions about character.

The defense had not called a witness who, according to Kathleen Broward's appeals filing, had been in the parking lot between eleven p.m. and midnight and had seen a third vehicle — not August's truck, not the Pruitts' sedan — parked briefly outside Room 9. The witness had come forward eighteen months after the conviction. By then, the appeals process had a particular momentum, and new witnesses arriving late had a particular smell to them that courts had learned to distrust, whether or not they deserved to be distrusted.

Eli sat back.

He looked at what he'd done.

He had read one hundred and twelve pages of a case file not because it helped him minister to a condemned man but because he was looking for something. He was not certain what he was looking for. Proof of innocence, maybe, which would be convenient and which he distrusted himself for wanting. Or proof of guilt, maybe, which would be clarifying in a way that would cost him something he wasn't ready to name. He was looking for a seam in the story, the place where August Cole either fit into it or didn't, and the story was not providing a seam. It was providing a man in a diner eating eggs, a parking lot camera with a lighting issue, a witness who had taken eighteen months to come forward, and thirty feet of corridor with an ice machine in the middle of it.

It was providing I figured someone would come.

He closed the file.

He sat for a while.

Outside the blinds, the light had shifted from early morning pale to the full white heat of a July day at Pettijohn, which meant it was after eight, which meant he was late, which meant he had been sitting here reading and rereading a file for nearly two hours. He noted this the way he had been noting a number of things recently — with the careful attention of a man gathering evidence against himself.

He noted that he was not thinking about Michael Pruitt, forty-one, HVAC. He was not thinking about Sandra Pruitt, thirty-eight, dental hygienist, two children, seven and nine, staying at their grandmother's house. He was thinking about August Cole in a diner, setting down his fork, and the particular quality of resignation or acceptance or something else — he didn't have the right word — that it took to sit there and wait for someone to come.

He thought about the right word for a while.

He couldn't find it.

He got up and went to do his job.



There were four other men on his current pastoral rotation, and he saw all four of them that day before he saw August. This was deliberate. He had arranged his schedule with a deliberateness he did not entirely acknowledge, so that August came last, so that the approach to three-forty p.m. was structured and full, so that there was no appearance — to himself or anyone else — of the day being organized around a single destination.

Raymond Okafor, who was fifty-seven and had been here twelve years and who liked to talk about his garden in Ibadan, the one he'd had before he came to America, which he described in such specific and loving detail that Eli had come to feel he knew it — the particular smell of the soil after rain, the way the light fell in the late afternoon, the names of things growing in it that Eli could not picture but could somehow feel. Raymond was not going to be executed. He was going to die here in other ways, more slowly, and he had made a kind of peace with that which Eli found more difficult to witness than the men with dates.

Clifton Marsh — no relation, a coincidence Eli had long since stopped remarking on — who was thirty and had arrived eight months ago and was still in the early stage, still expecting something to change, still making calculations that didn't account for how long the process actually took. He was not ready to talk about what he'd done and Eli didn't push. Readiness arrived or it didn't.

James Whitfield, sixty-three, who read the Bible with the focus of a man looking for a loophole, and who made Eli laugh at least once per visit, which Eli had come to understand was a gift being given deliberately.

Terrence Ault, twenty-eight, who barely spoke and whose silence was a different quality from August's — not the clarity of someone who had survived himself, but the silence of someone who had not yet decided whether survival was worth the effort. Eli sat with Terrence for forty minutes and chose his words with the precision of a man walking on ice, testing each step before committing.

At three-forty he went to the visiting room and sat down and waited.



August came in and sat and picked up the phone and looked at Eli and said: "You read it."

Eli didn't ask what. "Yes."

"All of it?"

"Yes."

August nodded, as if confirming something. He was wearing the same gray as always — everyone on the unit wore the same gray as always — and he looked, Eli thought, like a man who had been sitting with a piece of information and had now received confirmation of it. Settled. Slightly careful.

"And?" August said.

"And I have questions I'm not going to ask you."

Something moved through August's expression. "Why not?"

"Because you told me last week that you didn't kill them, and I told you all right, and the file doesn't change that exchange." Eli paused. "If I ask you the questions the file raises, I'm telling you that what you said wasn't sufficient. That I need more from you before I can decide what to do with it."

"Maybe you do."

"Maybe," Eli said. "But that's my problem to carry, not yours."

August looked at him for a long time. The fluorescent light hummed overhead. Somewhere on the unit a door was buzzed open and shut, the sound traveling through the concrete in a way that Eli's body had long since stopped registering consciously but still registered.

"The witness," August said. "Broward told you about the witness."

"The file mentions the appeals filing."

"A man named Gerald Tuso. Sixty-four years old. He was in that parking lot because he was meeting someone he shouldn't have been meeting, which is why he took eighteen months to come forward." August said it flatly. "He saw a car outside Room 9 that wasn't mine. Dark blue or black, he thought a Dodge, couldn't get the plate." He paused. "Broward thinks he's credible. The court disagreed."

"What do you think?"

"I think he saw what he saw," August said. "I think he took eighteen months to say it because he was afraid, and that by the time he wasn't afraid anymore, the machinery had decided I was sufficient and didn't need to be reopened." He looked at the wall briefly, then back. "I think the machinery needed someone and I was available."

"Were you there?" Eli asked. He meant not in the parking lot but in the corridor. The ice machine. The thirty feet.

"I was at the ice machine," August said. "At some point that night. I don't know exactly when. I had two beers from a gas station and I woke up at two a.m. and couldn't sleep and I went to get ice and I stood in the corridor for a while because it was cooler in the corridor than in my room, and then I went back to my room." He paused. "I heard nothing from Room 9 that I can tell you. Whether that's because nothing had happened yet or because it was already over — I don't know. I've thought about it for six years. I don't know."

Eli sat with this.

It was not an alibi. It was not an exculpation. It was a man placing himself thirty feet from a double murder at an unspecified point during the window in which it occurred, and saying: I don't know. The two words did not sound like evasion. They sounded like the most honest thing available.

"The assault charge," Eli said. "In 2017, you told me it was a man you used to know. A situation."

"Yes."

"Was it connected to this? The Pruitts?"

August looked at him steadily. "No."

"Did you know the Pruitts?"

"No."

"Had you ever been to that motel before?"

"No."

"Was anyone looking for you? At that time, that place."

A pause. Fractionally longer than the others. "That's one of the questions you said you weren't going to ask."

Eli held his gaze. "Yes."

August looked at him. He turned the Pascal over in his hands — he'd brought it back today, and Eli had noticed this without remarking on it, the book returned not because August had finished with it but perhaps because he'd wanted it to be here, in this room, in this exchange specifically. He turned it over once more and set it on the counter.

"Read me something," August said.

The shift was deliberate. Eli knew it was deliberate and followed it anyway, because August was not deflecting — he was closing a door carefully, with intention, in a way that was itself a form of communication. The question Eli had asked was one August was not going to answer today. Eli filed this and reached for the book.

He opened it to the fragment he'd been thinking about for three days.

"The heart has its reasons, which reason does not know."

He read it aloud and let it sit.

August was quiet for a moment. Then: "Everyone knows that one."

"Yes."

"Everyone quotes it like it's a comfort."

"It's not a comfort," Eli said.

"No," August said. "It's a diagnosis." He looked at the book in Eli's hands. "What's the context? People always strip the context."

Eli found the surrounding fragments. Read: "It is the heart which perceives God and not the reason. That is what faith is: God perceived by the heart, not by the reason." He paused. "The heart has its reasons, which reason does not know. We feel it in a thousand things."

The room was quiet.

"A thousand things," August said.

"Yes."

"That's the part no one quotes." He was looking at something that wasn't the book, wasn't Eli, wasn't the scratched glass between them. Looking at something interior. "Because it means the heart is always already in the middle of knowing. It's not a gate you open. It's a room you're already in." He paused. "And then reason shows up afterward and tries to make sense of the furniture."

Eli said nothing. He was aware that the conversation had moved somewhere he had not planned for it to go, and that this somewhere felt important in the way that important things felt: slightly frightening, and clarifying, and too late to turn back from.

"How long do we have?" August asked.

Eli checked his watch. "Twenty minutes."

August nodded. He settled back slightly in his chair, and for the first time since Eli had started coming here there was something in his posture that wasn't vigilance — some fractional releasing of the held quality he carried, as if the room had become, in some small provisional way, safe enough. Eli noticed this with the precision of a man noticing a change in weather.

"Tell me something," August said. "Something true. Not about the file and not about God. Something about you."

Eli looked at him.

He thought about what he was going to say and then he said something else, the way you did when the prepared answer arrived and you could see it for what it was.

"I haven't been sleeping," he said. "Since I started coming here. I wake up at three or four and I don't go back to sleep. I sit at my desk and I read."
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