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What We Say When We Stop Lying

Chapter

One

written by Iris Beddoe

The courtroom smelled like old carpet and the particular staleness of
rooms without windows. The boy's name was Marcus. His mother's
hand pressed down through the fabric of his shirt, and he could feel her
fingernails, short and unpainted, working small circles into his shoulder
blade. The lawyer waited. His pen hovered above a yellow legal pad that
already held three pages of Marcus's mother's testimony. Earlier, during
her portion, she had cried twice. Both times the judge had offered tissue.
Both times she'd waved them away. "Marcus," the lawyer said again.
"What did you see that night in the Hendersons' driveway?" The
question was not new. He had answered it for the police officer in his
mother's kitchen while she made coffee she never drank. He had
answered it for the social worker in the school office, speaking around
the edge of her clipboard. He had answered it for his mother herself, in
the car on the way here, her hands tight on the wheel. But the answer
they wanted required him to say that he had seen Mr. Henderson
striking his daughter. To say he had seen blood on concrete. To use the
word witness. He opened his mouth. His mother's hand tightened. What
came out instead was: "I saw a car." The lawyer's pen stopped. The judge
leaned forward slightly, a motion so small that only Marcus noticed.
"What kind of car, Marcus?" His mother's hand released him. Not a good

sign. He could feel her stiffening in the chair behind him, the particular
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rigidity of someone about to speak and then deciding not to. "A dark
one," Marcus said. "Maybe blue. Maybe black. The light was bad." This
was the first true thing he had said. The Hendersons' driveway light had
been broken for weeks. He had heard Mr. Henderson say so at a
neighborhood barbecue, had watched him laugh about it, had watched
Mrs. Henderson not laugh. "Did you see anyone near the car?" "No."
"Did you hear anything?" The boy shifted in his chair. The wood was
hard in a specific way, with a split in the back left corner that his finger
had found and kept finding since he sat down. He pressed his nail into it
now. His mother stood up behind him. Not quickly. But definite. The
lawyer glanced at her. The judge did too. She walked out of the
courtroom entirely, her purse still hanging from her chair. The door
closed with a soft pneumatic hiss. Marcus knew what she was doing.
There was a bathroom down the hall. There was also a phone. She would
call his father, who was not in the courtroom because his father no
longer lived in the house. She would tell him that Marcus had failed.
That the boy they had prepared together for three weeks, coached and
corrected and made to practice his testimony in front of the refrigerator,
had chosen something else instead. "Did you hear anything, Marcus?"
the lawyer repeated. He thought of Sarah Henderson in math class. How
she sat two rows over and never raised her hand anymore. How her left
arm, recently uncast, moved differently than her right one, slower, as if
asking permission. "Voices," Marcus said. "But I couldn't make out
words." The lie came easily now, a small one, a bridge between the two
versions of himself sitting in this chair. Not the boy they had told him to
be. Not quite the boy he actually was. The lawyer made a note. And
somewhere in the hallway, his mother was learning that her son had

chosen the space between what he knew and what he could say aloud.
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Chapter

Two

written by rpenguin

Nicole arrived fourteen minutes late because she had parked in the
wrong garage and then argued with the attendant about whether the
garages were, technically, the same garage. They were not. She had been
wrong. She had paid eleven dollars to be wrong and then walked four
blocks in heels that she had bought online based on a photo taken in
better lighting than any heel had a right to be photographed in.

She was the court-appointed guardian ad litem for the Henderson
girl. This was her third case. The first two had settled before she had to
do anything except fill out a form and attend one lunch that she had
expensed incorrectly. She had a certificate from a weekend training
seminar in Wilmington. The certificate had a gold border. She had hung
itin her apartment between a poster of a French coastline she had never
visited and a corkboard of coupons she had never used.

Her name was Nicole Hammsond and she was extremely good at
seeming prepared.

She pushed open the courtroom door with the confidence of
someone who had not just paid eleven dollars to be wrong and took the
nearest available seat, which was the chair with the purse on it. She sat
on the purse. She got back up. She placed the purse carefully on the floor

and sat down again, pulling a notepad from her bag with the focused
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energy of a person writing down something important, which she was
not. She wrote: courtroom. wood. smell.

Marcus turned and looked at her.

She gave him a small professional nod that communicated
competence and warmth and approximately zero awareness that she
had just sat on his mother's bag.

"You're in my mother's chair," he said.

"I'm Nicole," she said.

He turned back around.

She looked at her notepad. She drew a small star next to courtroom.
She was not sure why. It felt like the thing to do.

The lawyer had resumed. Something about the driveway. Nicole
flipped back three pages in her notepad looking for her notes on the
Henderson case and found instead a grocery list, a phone number with
no name attached to it, and a drawing of a dog she did not remember
drawing but recognized as her own work because she always gave dogs
the same expression, which was the expression of a dog who had just
remembered something it would rather forget.

She had read the case file. She had read it twice, actually, once in her
car before a dentist appointment and once on the couch during a show
she was also watching. She knew the important facts. There was a girl.
There was a father. There were neighbors.

The boy in the chair ahead of her, she now understood, was one of
the neighbors.

She wrote: Marcus. neighbor. chair.

She underlined chair without knowing why.

He was maybe eleven. He had the posture of someone who had made
a decision he was not entirely sure he could live with, which Nicole
recognized because she had that posture herself most mornings and also
right now. He was pressing his fingernail into a crack in the chair. She
could see his shoulder moving with small, focused effort.

The lawyer asked about voices.

Marcus said he had heard some but couldn't make out words.
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Nicole wrote: voices. Then she wrote: believed??? with three question
marks because the notepad was for her and she could be honest with
herself even when she could not be honest about the fact that she had
walked into this proceeding with a grocery list and a mystery dog
drawing.

The door opened behind her. A woman came back in. She stopped.

She looked at Nicole.

She looked at her purse on the floor.

She looked at Nicole again with the specific expression of a person
counting backward from a number that was not ten.

"That's my chair," Marcus's mother said.

"I'm Nicole," Nicole said. "I'm the guardian ad litem. I'm here for
Sarah Henderson's interests."

The woman picked up her purse. She checked it. She sat down in the
next chair and placed her purse in her own lap and held it with both
hands like a person on a bus in a city where things happen.

Nicole wrote: mother. purse. hostile.

Then, because she believed in accuracy, she crossed out hostile and
wrote reasonable.

She looked at Marcus's back. At the set of his shoulders. At the way he
was telling a careful and very specific version of something that had

happened in a driveway at night with a broken light.
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Chapter

Three

written by Dario Selo

What Nicole did not yet understand, though her body seemed to know it
before her mind caught up, was that the crack in the chair where Marcus
had been pressing his fingernail was not random wear but a deliberate
split, the kind a person makes when they need to do something with
their hands that is not quite hitting and not quite breaking but exists in
the space between intention and accident. She watched his shoulder
stop moving. The silence that followed was not the silence of nothing
happening but the silence of something having just finished happening,
which meant that what came next would be the silence of consequences
arriving, and consequences, Nicole had learned in her Wilmington
training seminar (where the instructor had worn reading glasses on a
beaded chain and spoken about "bearing witness" in a voice that
suggested she had practiced this phrase in her car), always moved
slower than the people who caused them but faster than the people who
had to live with them. The judge was waiting. The lawyer was waiting.
Marcus's mother was holding her purse the way Nicole imagined people
held things in waiting rooms before doctors came back with results they
had already decided not to share. Nicole found herself writing in her
notepad without reading what she was writing. Her handwriting looked
like someone else's handwriting. Smaller. More careful. As though a

different Nicole had taken the pen. "Marcus," the judge said, and the
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boy's name in the judge's mouth sounded different than it had sounded
in the lawyer's mouth. Not softer. Not harder. But official in a way that
made clear that what happened next would be written down. Would be
kept. Would matter in ways that transcended the particular ache in the
chair or the particular fear in the purse or the particular confusion in
Nicole's own chest about why she cared whether this boy told the truth
or lied so convincingly that the lie became the truth everyone agreed to
believe. "I want to ask you something," the judge continued, "and I want
you to take your time before you answer." Nicole had read the case file
twice, but she had not read it carefully. She had read it the way a person
reads instructions for something they do not intend to assemble. Sarah
Henderson, age nine. Compound fracture of the left radius and ulna.
Admission to Riverside Pediatric on a Friday. Discharge on Sunday.
Father denies. Mother corroborates injuries but attributes to fall from
bicycle. Neighbors report hearing shouting. One neighbor reports seeing
the incident directly. That neighbor was apparently not in the
courtroom, or was in the courtroom but was not Marcus, or was perhaps
sitting several rows up where Nicole had not looked because she had
been too focused on writing down things that were not true in a notepad
that would be filed or discarded or left on a bus seat and found by
someone who would read "voices. believed???" and try to reconstruct
the entire architecture of another person's doubt. The judge leaned back.
He was a man in his sixties with the particular exhaustion of someone
who had spent decades making decisions that other people would have
to live with permanently. His robe was slightly wrinkled at the collar.
There was a coffee stain on his left cuff, brown and old and not quite
removed by whatever method he had attempted. "When you were in the
Hendersons' driveway," he said, "were you alone?" This was a different
question than the lawyer had asked. Nicole felt her own shoulders tense
in a way that suggested she understood something important even
though she did not understand it. She understood only that the question
had changed the shape of what was possible. That Marcus's choice to lie

about the car and the voices had been a choice to lie about scale, about
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magnitude, and that now the judge was asking whether the lie required
accomplices. Marcus did not answer immediately. His hand moved
away from the crack in the chair. His fingers straightened. He placed
both palms flat against his thighs. "No," he said. His mother made a
small sound. Not a word. Something smaller. "Who was with you?" the
judge asked. The courtroom was waiting. The lawyer's pen was waiting.
Nicole's pen was waiting. Even the air seemed to be waiting in the
particular way that air waits before a door opens onto a hallway where a
person must walk toward something they cannot yet see. Marcus

opened his mouth. Closed it.

10
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Chapter

Four

written by Cora Lindgren

Marcus's tongue pressed against the back of his lower front teeth. Nicole
could see the small bulge of it from where she sat, the way his jaw
clenched and released, clenched again. His mother's grip on the purse
had gone so tight that her knuckles had turned the color of old bone.
"Sarah was with me," Marcus said. The air in the courtroom did not
change. The light did not shift. But something physical happened
anyway, something Nicole felt in her sternum like a door slamming shut
inside her chest. She wrote nothing. Her pen hung above the paper.
Around her, the room seemed to contract, all the wood and carpet and
institutional beige pressing closer. "Sarah Henderson was in the
driveway with you," the judge repeated. Not a question. A confirmation
of fact, the kind a person makes when they are making sure the record
will hold. "Yes, sir." Marcus's mother stood up. This time she did not
walk. She stayed in place and released the purse into her lap and covered
her face with her hands, not crying, not yet, but breathing in a way that
made clear she was about to. The sound came from her throat, a single
syllable that had no English name but which Nicole understood
perfectly because she had made the same sound once in her dentist's
chair when they told her the root canal had failed. "Was Sarah injured
before or after you arrived?" the judge asked. Marcus did not look at his

mother. He looked at his own hands, at the particular landscape of his
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palms where the creases ran in patterns that were probably meant to tell
his future if he believed in such things, which he clearly did not. "After,"
he said. "I got there after." "After what?" "After he hit her." The
courtroom absorbed this like soil absorbs water. Nicole watched it
happen. She watched the lawyer's face reorganize itself into an
expression that suggested he was recalculating something fundamental
about his own case. She watched the judge make a small notation on a
legal pad in front of him, the pen pressing hard enough that she could
hear the nib scraping against paper from three rows back. What Nicole
did understand now, what her body had been trying to tell her since she
sat on the purse, was that Marcus had not been lying. He had been lying
in reverse. He had told the truth in a way that created a false impression.
He had said he saw a car and heard voices because he had seen a car and
heard voices. He simply had not mentioned that Sarah Henderson had
been the one sitting in that car with him, and that what he had heard
was Mr. Henderson's voice, and then Sarah's voice, and then the sound
of her arm breaking because a nine-year-old girl's arm breaking makes a
particular sound, a wet cracking sound like a green branch snapped in
half, like something living forced in a direction it was not meant to go.
She had read the case file twice and had not understood that what she
was reading was an absence. Not the absence of evidence but the
absence of context. Sarah Henderson had not reported her own father
because she was nine years old and lived in the same house and had to
keep breathing in that house, walking in that kitchen, sleeping in that
bedroom. But she had told Marcus. She had sat in a car in a dark
driveway and told a boy who was not much older than she was what had
happened to her arm, and Marcus had taken that information and had
tried to lie it into a shape that would protect her anyway, which was not
protection at all, which was the opposite of protection, which was the
choice to let her stay broken under the same roof as the person who
broke her. The judge set down his pen. He looked at Marcus directly for
the first time. "Is Sarah afraid of her father?" he asked. Marcus's
shoulders began to shake. Not crying. Trembling. The wood of the chair

12
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creaked under the small movement of his body as he worked to keep
himself sitting upright. "Yes," he said. And in that single word, in the
particular rasp of it, Nicole understood that Marcus had not been told
what he had seen. He had chosen what to say about it. He had chosen
silence over testimony, protection over truth, and it had cost him
something specific and quantifiable: the weight of knowing that his
silence would cost Sarah something worse. She wrote in her notepad:
"Sarah Henderson was in driveway. Sarah Henderson is still there."

Then she stood up.

13
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Chapter

Five

written by Margot Vail

Nicole stood up. The motion was abrupt enough that the lawyer glanced
at her, registering her as a presence worth noting. She moved into the
aisle without waiting for permission from anyone, her heels hitting the
wood in a rhythm that sounded like a decision being made twice per
step. The judge watched her. He had the expression of a man
accustomed to people doing unexpected things in his courtroom and
equally accustomed to understanding, within seconds, whether those
things mattered. "Your Honor," Nicole said. "I need to request an

nmn

immediate recess." "On what grounds," the judge said. "On the grounds
that I have not spoken to my client." Nicole's voice sounded different in
the open air of the courtroom than it had sounded in her own head.
Steadier. "I have read the case file. I have sat in this room. I have not
once spoken directly to Sarah Henderson about what occurred in that

driveway." The judge leaned back. He considered this. "Ms. Hammsond,

"nn "nn "nmn

is it?" "Yes, sir." "You are the guardian ad litem." "I am." "And you are
now telling this court that you have taken no statement from the child
you are appointed to protect." Nicole's jaw tightened. The lie would
have been easy. The lie would have been to say that she had attempted
to speak to Sarah, that Sarah had been unavailable, that circumstances
beyond her control had prevented the interview. Instead she said:

"Correct." Marcus's mother made a sound again, sharper this time. Her

14
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hand went to her mouth. In the back row, someone shifted in their seat,
a small displacement of air and fabric that suggested judgment. "Why
should I not hold you in contempt," the judge said. "Because I'm telling
you now that I cannot represent Sarah Henderson's interests without
knowing what Sarah Henderson wants represented.” Nicole felt her
hand trembling and placed it flat against her thigh to stop the tremor
from traveling upward. "Marcus just testified that he was present when
Sarah's arm was broken. He just testified that Sarah was afraid. I don't
know if Sarah wants her father prosecuted. I don't know if Sarah wants
to leave the house. I don't know if Sarah wants protection or wants to
maintain the family structure or wants something I haven't thought of
because I have spent this entire proceeding writing down grocery lists
instead of doing the work I was appointed to do." The judge did not
respond immediately. He removed his reading glasses. He cleaned them
on his robe, the same robe with the coffee stain that would not come
out. When he put the glasses back on, his eyes looked smaller, more
focused. "Where is Sarah Henderson currently," he said. "In the waiting

"nn

room," the lawyer answered. "With a victim advocate." "Bring her in."
Nobody moved immediately. There was a moment of collective pause,
the way a group of people pauses when they understand that something
is about to become permanent, that words once spoken in certain rooms
take on a weight they do not possess elsewhere. Marcus's mother had
her eyes closed. The lawyer stood up. Nicole remained standing, aware
suddenly of how the standing had positioned her in space, how it had
made her visible, how it had made her responsible in a way that sitting
had not. The door at the back of the courtroom opened. The victim
advocate came through first, a woman in her fifties with the careful
posture of someone who had spent years walking slightly behind people
in crisis, present but not intrusive. Behind her was Sarah Henderson. She
was small for nine. Blonde hair in a braid that looked like it had been
combed very carefully this morning, the kind of careful that happens
when a parent wants to communicate that the child in question is good,

is normal, is not the sort of child who gets hurt. Her left arm was still
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slightly stiff. Her right arm hung at her side. She wore a blue dress with a
white collar and white socks pulled up to just below her knees, and
Nicole understood, looking at her, that this was not what Sarah would
have chosen to wear. This was what someone had chosen for her, the
way you dress a doll for presentation, for court, for the world to see and
judge. Sarah did not look at her father. She did not look at Marcus. She
looked at Nicole, and in that look was a question so specific and so
precise that Nicole felt it land in her chest like a stone dropped into still
water: Do you want to hear what happened? Nicole nodded. "Your

Honor," she said, "I need to speak to my client. Alone.
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Chapter
Si
written by inkwell_amy

The judge nodded toward the side room, the one with the table too small
for adults and chairs scaled down for people who still believed in
primary colors. Nicole moved toward it. Sarah followed. The victim
advocate started to move as well and the judge raised a finger, the
smallest gesture, and the woman stopped. In the hallway Nicole could
hear the fluorescent lights humming their particular frequency, the one
that made her teeth ache if she stood under them long enough. She had
never stood under them long enough to find out. She closed the door.
Sarah sat down. She did not wait to be asked. She chose the red chair,
not the blue one, and pulled it under the table in a motion that
suggested practice, that suggested she had sat at tables like this before,
in rooms like this, with other adults asking her to explain how her body
had been broken. Nicole remained standing. Her heels were still loud.
She kicked them off. "I don't know what I'm doing," Nicole said. Sarah
looked at her. "I sat on your mother's purse. [ wrote a grocery list during
your testimony. I have a certificate from a training seminar and I have
not spoken to you until right now, which is something I'm supposed to
do." Nicole pulled out the other chair and sat down. It was smaller than
it looked. Her knees came up at an angle. "So I'm going to ask you
something and I'm going to listen to the answer, and then I'm going to

do the thing I should have been doing from the start." "Which is what,"
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Sarah said. Her voice was quiet and precise, the voice of a child who had
learned to take up as little space as possible. "Figure out what you need."
Sarah picked at the edge of the table. There was a gouge in the laminate,
a small canyon carved by other children with other stories. She traced it
with her finger, following the path of destruction. "I need my dad to
stop," she said. "But I need him to stay." Nicole wrote this down, but not
in the notepad. She wrote it in her mind, which was where things went
when they mattered too much to lose. "Those can't both be true." "I

"nn

know." "If you testify, if you tell the judge what happened, your father

"nn

might go to jail. You might have to live somewhere else." "I know,"

Sarah said again. "But you came here." "Marcus came here," Sarah said.
"He told. He told the thing he saw and I don't think he wanted to but he
did, and now I'm here because that's what happens when someone
tells." She looked at Nicole directly. "I didn't think he would tell. I
thought he would keep it the way I kept it." Nicole felt something shift in
her chest, a small realignment of weight. This girl had made a
calculation. She had watched Marcus struggle with the choice to speak
and she had understood in that struggle what speaking would cost
everyone, and she had walked into the courtroom anyway. "What
happened to your arm," Nicole said. "Tell me." Sarah lifted her left arm
slowly. Her fingers curled slightly, protecting the radius and ulna still
knitting themselves back together. "He was drunk. He said I tracked
mud on the kitchen floor. I didn't. I didn't track anything. But he said I
did and I said I didn't and he grabbed my arm and he twisted it." She
paused. "I heard it break. It sounded like a green stick. Like something

"nn

wet." "What happened after it broke?" "He saw it was broken and he
stopped. He looked at it and his face changed and he said it was an
accident. He took me to the hospital. He told them I fell off my bike."
Sarah's voice remained level, reportorial. "Mom told them the same

thing. The doctors looked like they didn't believe us but they couldn't

nn "nmn

prove anything." "Until Marcus." "Until Marcus was there," Sarah said.
"He came to the driveway because he was coming over. We were going

to sitin the car and talk about this thing he likes and I like, but Dad came
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out and I don't know why he was so angry. Something about work.
Something about bills. It didn't matter. He just needed to be angry at
something and I was there." Nicole stood up. Her knees popped. She
looked at the small red chair and the small girl sitting in it with her arm

held like a secret she could no longer keep. "I need to tell the judge,"

"nn "nn

Nicole said. "I know." "He'll ask you to testify." "I know," Sarah said.

"That's what happens when someone tells.
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Chapter

Seven

written by Ruth Ann Keller

The courtroom received them as they returned, Nicole first and then
Sarah, the girl moving with the particular deliberation of someone who
had made a choice and was now watching it unfold in real time, the way
one might observe a stone falling from a height and know that the
impact was coming but could not stop it. The judge looked up from his
notes. His expression did not change, but his posture shifted slightly, a
settling into the chair that suggested he understood what was about to
occur and had decided to permit it. "Your Honor," Nicole said, "Sarah
Henderson wishes to provide testimony." The courtroom did not react.
Nicole had expected something more visible, some collective intake of
breath or the scratch of chairs as people repositioned themselves to
better see what came next. Instead there was only a kind of stillness, the
way a room becomes still when it recognizes that what happens in the
next few minutes will alter the permanent record. The lawyer stood.
"The witness is nine years old," he said. "There will need to be
considerations regarding competency and trauma-informed

"nn

procedures, " "I am aware of the considerations," the judge said. He
gestured to the chair where Marcus had sat an hour before. That chair
with its split corner, its particular geography of pressure and intention.
Sarah walked to it. Her blue dress caught the light from the high

windows. Nicole noticed that someone had sewn the hem very carefully,
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very recently, the kind of sewing that suggested preparation, that
suggested someone had believed she would need to look presentable for
this moment. Her father had done that, Nicole realized. Her father had
broken her arm and then sewn a dress so she would look intact. The
clerk administered the oath. Sarah repeated it without hesitation, her
voice carrying across the courtroom with a clarity that seemed to
surprise no one but Nicole, who understood suddenly that the girl had
rehearsed this in her mind, had prepared for this moment the way
athletes prepare for performance, with repetition and focus and the
particular compartmentalization that comes from knowing what one
must do and choosing to do it despite everything. "Sarah," the judge
said, "can you tell me what happened in your driveway on the evening of
March fourteenth?" Sarah did not begin immediately. She looked at the
crack in the chair, the same crack where Marcus had pressed his nail into
the wood. She did not touch it. She simply looked at it, and Nicole
understood that she was gathering something, some resource or resolve
or simple acknowledgment that this was the chair of testimony, the
chair of speech, the chair where one became a person who said things
aloud. "My father was angry," Sarah said. "I don't remember what
started it. He drinks a lot and sometimes it doesn't take much. I tracked
mud on the floor. Or I didn't. He said I did." The courtroom listened. Her
mother did not move. Her father sat with his hands folded on the table,
his expression arranged into the configuration of a man falsely accused,
which Nicole had come to understand as simply a different kind of truth
telling, the truth of how someone wished to be perceived rather than the
truth of what had been done. "He grabbed my arm," Sarah continued.
"My left arm. He twisted it. He said I was ungrateful. He said I ruined
everything. He twisted it and I heard it break. It sounded like when you
snap a stick over your knee." The judge made a note. "Did you fall?" he
asked. "Did you fall from a bicycle?" Sarah shook her head. "No. That's
what I told the hospital. That's what my mother said. But I didn't fall. He
did it." "Why did you tell the hospital you fell?" Sarah looked at her

father directly for the first time. The look held no anger, no accusation,
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only a kind of recognition, the way one might recognize a dangerous
animal one lived alongside. "Because he's my dad," she said. "Because I
live in his house. Because if I said he did it, I would have to leave and I
don't know where I would go." Nicole felt her throat tighten. "But now?"
the judge asked. "Now Marcus told," Sarah said. "So I don't have to keep
pretending it didn't happen. I can just say it did." The lawyer was
making notes frantically. Sarah's mother had placed her hand over her
mouth. Her father had not moved. He sat exactly as he had sat, his hands
folded, his expression intact, as though a daughter's testimony was
simply weather passing through the room without touching him
directly. "Are you afraid of your father?" the judge asked. Sarah did not

hesitate.
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Chapter

Eight

written by Priya Nair

Yes," Sarah said. "Every day." The word landed like a gavel strike. Her
father's jaw tightened. His hands, still folded, turned white at the
knuckles. The judge leaned forward. "Sarah, I'm going to ask you
something and I need you to answer as honestly as you have been
answering. Do you feel safe going home with your father today?" Sarah
looked at Nicole. Not at the judge. Not at her mother. At Nicole, who was
still standing in the middle of the courtroom in her bare feet, her shoes
abandoned on the floor next to the red chair like an animal had shed its
skin and left it behind. "No," Sarah said. Her mother made a sound. An
actual sound this time, not the compressed thing from before but
something that came from her throat with force. She stood up. She
looked at her husband across the table and something passed between
them, a conversation conducted in the space of two seconds, the
particular negotiation of a marriage that was about to end in a room
where strangers were watching it happen. "I can't," she said. To him.
Not to the judge. Just to him. "I can't do this anymore." The lawyer
stood. "Your Honor, we need to request a brief recess. There are matters
that need to be discussed with my client." The judge did not look at him.
He was looking at Sarah, still in the chair with its split corner, still
wearing the carefully hemmed blue dress, still holding her broken arm

in her lap like a small injured animal. "Sarah," the judge said, "you are in
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protective custody as of this moment. A caseworker will be assigned.
You will not be returning to that home today. Do you understand?"
Sarah nodded. She did not cry. Nicole watched her not cry, which was
somehow worse than crying, which was the particular control of a child
who had learned long ago that emotion was a luxury she could not
afford. The father stood up. "This is bullshit," he said. His voice was loud
enough that the court officer shifted, one hand moving toward
something at his belt. "She's lying. They've poisoned her. The boy came

over, they probably put him up to it, probably, " "Sit down," the judge
said. His voice was not raised. It did not need to be. It was the voice of a
man who had spent decades teaching people that volume was
irrelevant, that compliance was the only thing that mattered in this
room. The father sat. Sarah's mother was already moving. She walked
out of the courtroom without waiting for permission. The sound of her
footsteps in the hallway was quick and uneven, like someone running in
heels without caring if she fell. Nicole picked up her shoes. She walked
over to the clerk. "I need to know who the assigned caseworker will be,"
she said. "I need contact information. And I need it before Sarah leaves
this building." The clerk, a woman with the exhausted competence of
someone who had processed a hundred custody changes, nodded. She
was already making calls. Within minutes there was a man in the
courtroom, mid-forties, with a badge and a calm expression that
suggested he had done this enough times that it no longer surprised him
when families broke into pieces in open court. He approached Sarah.
"Hi, Sarah. I'm Daniel. I'm going to help you figure out what comes
next." Sarah stood. She was steady on her feet. She had been waiting for
this, Nicole realized. Not hoping for it necessarily, but preparing for it
the way you prepare for something inevitable, the way you prepare for
winter or for growing older or for any of the other things that arrive
whether you consent to them or not. "What comes next?" Sarah asked
Daniel. "We find you a safe place to sleep tonight. Tomorrow we figure

"on

out the rest." "What about my stuff?" "We'll get it. Clothes, books,

whatever you need. We do this carefully. We do it right." Sarah picked
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up her purse. She did not look at her father. She walked past Marcus and
his mother without acknowledgment, though Marcus was watching her,
his face arranged in an expression that suggested he had just
understood what his testimony had actually cost, what protection
actually meant, which was the removal of the thing protected from the
home it had always known. At the courtroom door, Sarah paused. She
looked back at Nicole. "Thank you," she said. Nicole did not know what
to say. She opened her mouth and closed it. The truth was that she had
done nothing. The truth was that a child had told.
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Afterwords

Notes the writers left after the last chapter.

Iris Beddoe
The space between what we know and what we say aloud is where children

learn to break.

Cora Lindgren
The crack in the chair will hold someone else's fingernail tomorrow, and the

chair will remember what was broken there.

Margot Vail
The space between what we know and what we say aloud is where children

learn to live.

Ruth Ann Keller
The silence after someone speaks the truth is not peace; it is the sound of

everything that was built on lies beginning to settle into a new shape.
Priya Nair

The space between what we know and what we say aloud is where children

learn to disappear.
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