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	PROLOGUE

	The Burial

	 

	We buried Earl Pell on the kind of morning the Gulf keeps for its own funerals — flat and white and so thick with salt you could taste the sea a mile before you saw it. No wind. The marsh grass stood dead still, like even it had the sense to hold its breath, and the cicadas had quit, and the only sound in the whole drowned green world was the shovels.

	They called him Catfish. He’d been pulling sunk outboards and swamped skiffs and, twice that I knew of, men out of the Brackwater channel for the better part of twenty years, down in the dark where the water turns to coffee and the current wants to keep what it takes. He always came back up. Until the morning he didn’t. A line around the ankle, the story went. Forty feet down with no slack and no one watching the rail. The water finally collected what it was owed.

	The brothers carried him themselves. They wouldn’t have let it be any other way — not strangers in suits, not a winch, not a backhoe. Twelve men in leather with their cuts on over their good black shirts, sweat already cutting tracks through the dust on their necks, lowering one of their own into Mississippi clay by the strength of their arms and a dozen lengths of webbing. That’s the whole of it, if you want to understand us. We bury our own. We carry the weight ourselves, and we do not set it down until it’s in the ground.

	Deke spoke the words. He didn’t need a book; my husband never did. He stood at the head of the grave with his hat in his two hands and his voice came out low and even and it carried all the way to the back where the prospects stood, and grown men who’d done time and worse than time stared at their boots and let their faces come apart. He said Catfish had been a hard man to scare and an easy man to love. He said the channel had taken better than it deserved. He said we’d see him on the far bank, and the brothers said amen like a single animal breathing, and that was that.

	Two rows over, under granite gone soft and gray, my father was listening. Cal Holloway built this club out of nothing and a salvage barge and the meanest fifty miles of working water on the coast, and he’d been in that ground eleven years, and on certain mornings I still came out here and talked to him like he might answer. I didn’t, that day. That day I watched the widow.

	I’ll tell you what a grieving woman does at her husband’s grave, because I have done it. She does not look up. The world narrows to a hole in the dirt and the box in it, and everything past the edge of that hole stops mattering, the way a struck match stops mattering once the house is already burning.

	Delilah Pell looked up the whole time.

	She was lovely in the way that makes people forgive things — dark hair pinned soft under a little black hat she’d had no time to buy, you’d think, given how fast all this had come, and a black dress that fit her like it had been waiting in the closet. She had her chin down and her eyes wet and a folded square of tissue she touched to her cheek now and again. From the back you’d have called it grief. I was up front, where the family stands, where Deke had set me, and from up front I could see that her eyes never once went to the grave.

	They went to the men.

	She read them. One after another, slow, the way you’d read a row of price tags. She found Briggs, our oldest, and weighed him. She found Tank and weighed him. She found the new boys and let them go. And then she found Deke, at the head of the grave with his hat in his hands and his voice cracking on the far bank, and her eyes stopped there and stayed, and something underneath all that careful sorrow went quiet and certain and satisfied, like a woman who has finally located the door she came in to find.

	I told myself it was nothing. Eighteen months married to Catfish and nobody in the club could’ve told you her middle name; she was grief-stupid and friendless and looking for the one face that wasn’t a stranger. That’s what I told myself, standing in my own black dress with the salt drying white on my arms. I was good at telling myself things. You don’t keep a marriage and a brotherhood and a business standing for twenty-two years without learning to talk yourself out of the noise.

	So I looked away first. I put my hand on Deke’s back when he came down off the rise, and I felt him shaking, and I loved him so much in that minute it hurt to breathe, this big tired man who’d carried a brother into the ground and held the whole club together with the sound of his own voice. I led him to the truck. I drove us home through the white morning with the marsh slipping by, and I let the rest of it go.

	I buried a brother that day.

	I didn’t know I was burying my marriage too.

	
 

	CHAPTER ONE

	The Spine

	 

	Three days after we put Catfish in the ground, the bank tried to put the rest of us there too.

	I was at the yard before light, the way I always was. Brackwater Salvage and Marine sat where the channel widened into the pass, a half-acre of gravel and rust and chain-link with the Gulf breathing on the far side of it, and at five in the morning it belonged to me and the gulls and nobody else. I liked it best then. Before the men, before the radios, before the phone started — just me and the tide table and my coffee going cold while I walked the yard and counted what we had.

	We had the Reckoning, our big salvage tug, forty years old and held together by my father’s stubbornness and Tank’s welding. We had two work skiffs, a flat barge, the crane that needed a part I’d been putting off ordering, and four hundred feet of working channel that ran deeper than anything else between Mobile and the river, which was the only reason a salvage outfit on a dying stretch of coast had any business turning a dollar. The deep water was ours. Cal had dredged it and Cal had fought for it and Cal had put it in the club’s name with mine on the paper underneath, and on a good year it kept the lights on for forty families.

	This was not shaping up to be a good year.

	My phone went off at 7:02, which is a wrong time for a bank to call, early enough to mean somebody’d been told to make the call before they lost their nerve. I knew the voice. Denny Faircloth, loan officer, third generation Cordova, had eaten at my father’s table.

	“Cass.” He didn’t say good morning. “I wanted you to hear it from me before the letter.”

	I set my coffee on the rail. “Hear what, Denny.”

	“There’s a hold on the operating account. Came down from the regional office last night, tied to the — “ he picked his way across it like a man crossing a flooded road on stones “ — to the federal matter. They’re not seizing. It’s a freeze, pending. But it’s all of it, Cass. Payroll, the vendor draws, all of it. Till it clears.”

	Payroll ran Friday. It was Tuesday.

	I want to tell you my hands shook. They didn’t. That’s not pride, it’s just the truth of how I’m built — the worse it gets, the quieter I go, all the noise dropping away until there’s only the next thing and the next thing after that. My father was the same. Cal used to say a Holloway in a crisis was the calmest body in the room and the most dangerous, and I never knew if that was a compliment until I was old enough to need it to be one.

	“How long is pending,” I said.

	“Could be a week. Could be ninety days. I won’t lie to you.”

	“Don’t start now.” I was already walking, already across the gravel toward the office trailer, already doing the arithmetic that lived in my head like a second pulse. Eleven men on the yard payroll. The club’s lawyer, who billed like a cardiologist and was the only thing standing between Deke and a federal indictment that had been hanging over us for eight months on charges that were mostly somebody’s ambition and a little bit of the truth. The crane part. The note on the Reckoning. “Denny. Is there a draw I can pull before the freeze posts to your system?”

	A silence that told me he shouldn’t answer that and was going to.

	“It posts at end of business,” he said. “Anything that moves before close moves.”

	“Thank you for your father’s table,” I said, which was the oldest thing we had between us, and hung up, and called Hollis Reaux on the river before the screen even went dark.

	By the time the men rolled in at seven-thirty I had us a job.

	Hollis had a pair of barges hung up on a sandbar above the bridge, loaded, behind schedule, leaking money every hour they sat. He needed the Reckoning and he needed her today and I had spent four years being the only outfit on the coast that answered his calls like he mattered, and so when I said today, cash, half on the rail before we leave the dock, he didn’t haggle. Cash before close. Enough to cover Friday and the lawyer’s next bite both. I drew it from the account that still moved while it still moved, and I moved it somewhere a federal hold would have to come find it, and I stood in my father’s office trailer with the window unit rattling and my heart going slow and even and I thought, not today. Whatever you’re trying to do to us. Not today.

	That was the thing none of them understood, and I’d long since quit needing them to. They saw the President’s old lady. They saw the woman who ran the bar tab and signed the cards and remembered everybody’s kids’ birthdays. They did not see that the deep water had my name on it, that the Reckoning had my name on it, that the building they drank in and the gravel they parked on and the very charter that made them a club and not just a dozen rough men on bikes — all of it, every brick and bolt and signature, ran back through my father to me. They didn’t see it because I never made them. A thing you control quiet is a thing nobody thinks to take.

	The screen door banged and Wyatt came in trailing channel mud and the particular reek of a teenager who’d been up a creek since four. My son. Nineteen and built like his father and prospecting for a patch he thought he wanted, and I had not yet found a way to be proud and afraid of the same boy without it tearing something.

	“We pulled Garrett’s outboard,” he said, dropping into the chair across the desk like it was still his by right, which it was. “The whole lower unit’s gone. He’s gonna cry.”

	“He should’ve trimmed up in that chop. Did you eat?”

	“Mama.”

	“Did you eat, Wyatt.”

	He hadn’t. They never did, none of them, grown men and boys who’d run a chainsaw all day on coffee and spite, and I kept a flat of granola bars and a peanut butter jar in the bottom drawer for exactly this and I put both on the desk and he ate four of them while he told me about Garrett’s outboard, and for about six minutes the morning was just my son’s voice and the window unit and the gulls, and I let myself have it. You learn to do that too. You take the six good minutes when the day hands them to you, because the day is not obligated to hand you more.

	Deke came home that night smelling like the clubhouse.

	That wasn’t new — Deke came home most nights smelling like the clubhouse, cigarettes and spilled beer and the particular mineral tang of a building full of men. It was a smell I’d loved for two decades, the smell that meant my husband was home and whole. I had the porch light on and a plate in the oven and I was at the kitchen table with the ledgers, because the numbers didn’t stop just because the bank had tried to.

	He came in heavy. He filled a doorway, Deke, always had — the first time I saw him he was twenty-five and standing in my father’s yard with grease to the elbow and a look like he was deciding whether to trust the world, and Cal had watched the two of us look at each other across that gravel and said, later, low, that one’s going to be trouble, Cassidy, and he’d been right, and I’d married the trouble anyway. We were married four years before Cal put the gavel in Deke’s hand. The old man did it himself, in church, with his hands shaking from the cancer he hadn’t told any of us about yet, and he’d looked at Deke and then at me and said take care of what I built, and we’d both known he meant the club and we’d both known he meant me too.

	“Hey,” I said.

	“Hey.” He didn’t look at me. He went to the sink and ran the water and stood with his back to me longer than a man needs to wash his hands.

	“There’s a plate.”

	“Ate at the house.”

	He hadn’t. I knew the way you know weather, the way you know your own child’s footstep in the dark. There was a plate of nothing settling in him and he’d come home to sit with it alone, and when I’d been married to a man this long the not-eating told me more than a confession would have.

	“Bank froze the account,” I said, because the truth was the only currency I had ever traded in with him and I wasn’t about to start counterfeiting now. “I covered Friday. Pulled a job off Hollis.”

	That turned him. For a second the man I knew was all the way there in his face — relief and pride and that old helpless wonder he’d never quite lost, how does she do it, and he crossed the kitchen and put his hand on the back of my neck, warm and rough, and bent and pressed his mouth to the top of my head and breathed me in.

	“What would I do,” he said into my hair.

	“Starve,” I said. “Get indicted. Drink.”

	He huffed a laugh against my scalp, and for one beat it was us, it was the whole twenty-two years of us, and I thought we were fine. I genuinely thought we were tired and squeezed and grieving a brother and otherwise fine.

	Then he straightened up, and his hand left my neck, and something went over his face like a cloud crossing the white morning out on the marsh, and he said he was beat, and he went up to bed without his plate and without me, and I sat there with my father’s ledgers and the porch light on and I told myself it was the grief.

	I was so good at telling myself things.

	
 

	CHAPTER TWO

	What We Owe

	 

	Church met that Friday, after the money was safe and the men were paid, and there was business to settle that wasn’t mine to vote on but was very much mine to fund, so I was there in the front room of the clubhouse when the brothers came out of the chapel and Deke made the announcement.

	We’d take care of Earl’s widow.

	Nobody argued. Nobody would. It’s the oldest math we have, older than the charter, older than the deep water: a brother goes in the ground and what he loved doesn’t go hungry. There’s a fund for it. I administer the fund, the same as I administer everything that requires somebody to be sober and good with a column of numbers at the end of a night that is neither. So when Deke said we’ll set Delilah up, every eye in the room slid, the way they always did, to me.

	“There’s a stipend,” I said. “It’s not much. We’ve had a hard year.” I didn’t say because the man you’re all looking at is eight months from a courtroom. I never said the quiet parts out loud; that was the deal I’d made with myself a long time ago, to be the one who knew and didn’t say. “I can do better than the stipend if she works. Roxy could use a hand behind the bar at Holloway’s. It’s honest, it’s cash, and it keeps her close, which is what we want for one of ours.”

	That last part was for the room, and the room liked it. Keeps her close. We are a people who keep our own close. I meant it kind. I want that on the record, because of everything that came after — I meant it as kindness. I was the one who put Delilah Pell behind the bar in my father’s roadhouse. I handed her the keys to the inside of my whole life and I did it with an open hand, and there is no one to blame for that but me.

	Holloway’s sat a quarter mile down the shell road from the clubhouse, a low cypress-board roadhouse Cal had thrown up in the seventies with a tin roof that roared in the rain and a bar he’d built himself out of a single slab of water oak. He’d be gone eleven years and people still called it Cal’s place. I owned the building and the liquor license and the ground it stood on, and Roxy ran it like it was hers, which was fine by me, because Roxy had been pulling drunks off each other behind that water-oak bar since before I was old enough to sit at it.

	She was not, at first, sold on the help.

	“I don’t need a girl,” Roxy said, the morning I brought Delilah in. Roxy was sixty-odd and built like a fence post and had buried two husbands and a son and did not suffer much of anything, least of all a pretty face she hadn’t asked for. “I’ve run this bar through three hurricanes and a stabbing.”

	“I know it.”

	“So why’re you handing me a widow can’t tell a Sazerac from a snow cone.”

	“Because she’s ours now,” I said, “and because I’d rather she learn to pour than learn to need us. You’d want the same.”

	Roxy chewed on that. It was the right argument and she knew it — Roxy had needed us once, a long time back, and we’d had her, and the having had cost us nothing and saved her everything, and that was the whole religion of the place. She looked past me to where Delilah stood in the doorway with the morning behind her, hands folded, eyes down, the picture of a woman waiting to be told she was a burden.

	“Fine,” Roxy said. “But she breaks a glass, she’s buying it.”

	Delilah learned fast.

	That was the first thing. By the end of her second week she could call the regulars by name and knew which of them to water down and which of them tipped on a clean pour, and she had the well memorized and the prices memorized and she’d reorganized the speed rack without being asked, in a way I had to admit was better. She watched everything. She watched me, mostly — the way I came in the side door and dropped the deposit bag in the safe behind the bar without anyone noticing there was a safe behind the bar; the way the men quieted half a notch when I walked through; the way Roxy, who deferred to no living soul, deferred to me. I’d catch her at it and she’d give me a soft grateful look, like a woman studying the one person in the room who’d been good to her, and I’d feel a small shameful warmth at being studied that way, because God help me, it is a nice thing to be seen, and nobody in that life had truly looked at me in years.

	I see it now for what it was. She wasn’t studying the woman who’d been kind to her. She was studying the woman who held the whole thing, learning the shape of it the way you learn the shape of a lock before you cut a key.

	But that’s now. That Friday night I knew none of it, and I went home from Holloway’s to my husband, and we had a good night, and I have to give you the good night or you won’t understand the rest.

	Deke was on the porch when I got home, a beer sweating on the rail and his boots off and the marsh going purple out past the yard. The squeeze of the week had let off — money safe, men paid, the lawyer fed — and you could see it had let off in him too, some of the weight gone out of his shoulders, and when I came up the steps he watched me the whole way, the way he’d watched me across the gravel half a lifetime ago.

	“Come here,” he said.

	“I’ve been on my feet since five.”

	“I know it. Come here anyway.”

	I went. He pulled me down into his lap and I let him, and the chair complained, and we sat there not talking while the light died, his arm heavy across me and his thumb moving slow on my hip, and after a while he turned my face up with two fingers under my chin and kissed me like he had time, like the whole drowning week and the federal storm cloud and the brother in the ground had all just been weather we’d outlasted, and underneath it I was still the girl he’d decided to trust in my father’s yard.

	“I been a ghost this week,” he said against my mouth. “I’m sorry.”

	“You buried a brother.”

	“That ain’t all of it.” And his hand stopped on my hip, and for one heartbeat I felt him stand right at the edge of telling me something, the way you feel a swimmer hesitate before the cold — and I waited, I held still and waited the way you do for a wild thing, and the moment passed, and he chose instead to fold me in and kiss the breath out of me, and I let him choose it. We took it inside. We were quiet for the house’s sake out of twenty years of habit even though the house was empty, and he was tender with me in a way that twenty-two years has no business still being, slow and sure and watchful of my face like he wanted to feel every minute of it through me, and afterward I lay against his chest in the dark with his heart going under my ear and the tin roof ticking as the day’s heat let go, and I thought: this. Whatever’s coming. We have this, and this is the thing that doesn’t break.

	I want you to hold onto that, because I held onto it far too long.

	In the morning I went down to Holloway’s to do the books before the heat, and the lights were already on, and through the front glass I saw two figures at the end of the water-oak bar where the deposit safe was, close, heads bent, and one of them was my husband.

	He wasn’t doing anything. I made myself see that, standing on the shell with my hand on the door I hadn’t opened yet. He had a coffee. He was leaned on the bar the way every man in this club had leaned

	
	
	
	
	
	
	images/image.jpeg
HEARTWOOD HOUSE

v

PR A o L ey .,

o

1 s ys s b
=7

27
T

-
5

Biker Romance with Other Woman Drama

~

RH

M

|

-

V)
(V\\

\\

AN

5

BETRAYED BY HIS

BRITHE






