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​PROLOGUE

​THE STITCH
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Kara

The seam under the Sergeant at Arms flash had been open for a month, and Kouji had never once mentioned it. That was how I knew it bothered him.

I had his cut spread across my knees at the end of the bar with my mother's sewing tin open by my elbow. Black waxed thread off a card she bought before I was born. The needle went through the old leather and came out the other side with a squeak.

Fourteen. Fifteen.

I counted stitches the way I counted everything, without deciding to.

Kyra ran the till with her tongue between her teeth, ones in one hand and fives in the other, her lips moving. Friday night at the Iron Gallows and the room was half full. Dutch and Lem had the pool table. Pike Teague fed the jukebox quarters he didn't have, the same steel guitar record for the third time. Two brothers argued about a carburetor that had been dead since March. Three girls sat under the founders' photos with their shoes off.

Machine oil. Cheap bourbon. The river coming through the crack in the window over the pool table, that low green smell it gets in May. Forty-two ceiling tiles, one of them gone since the ice storm and never replaced.

Behind the church door, men's voices. Ten o'clock, and they had been in there since eight.

"Third night this week," Kyra said, not looking up. "Sixty-two, sixty-three, sixty-four."

"Tuesday and Wednesday," I said.

"And tonight."

"That's three nights."

"That's what I said." She banded the fives and dropped them in the bag. "You're doing the thing."

"What thing."

"The thing where you correct me and don't lift your head."

I tied off, bit the thread, started the next run. The flash sat crooked the way it had always sat crooked. Kouji stitched it on himself the night he was voted in, with fishing line, and he had never let anybody straighten it. I wasn't straightening it now. I was closing the seam under it so the panel would stop pulling loose.

Dovey came out of the kitchen with a paper plate and set it down on top of my mother's tin.

"Eat."

Pork chop, green beans out of a jar, two slices of white bread folded over. I hadn't asked and I hadn't said I was hungry. Dovey Marsh had been feeding this clubhouse since before I could see over the bar, and she had a way of setting a plate down that made it look like you'd ordered it.

"I've got grease on my hands."

"You've got a needle in your hand." She slid the tin out from under the plate without disturbing the thread. "Eat it hot or eat it cold. Same food."

Kyra reached over the bar and stole a green bean with two fingers. "Dutch is out there telling Lem about the route again."

"He does that."

"Kara. He has a laminated map."

"He's had that map since the fortieth."

"He laminated it again." Kyra put her elbows on the bar. "June fourteenth. Fifty years to the day. He's got us out at nine and going the long way past the shoe plant so the town can watch. Somebody said Route BB and I thought Lem was going to have to hold him."

"BB runs through Redliner ground."

"That's what Dutch said. He said it like a man reading a will."

I ate with my hands and kept sewing between bites, and got a smear of grease on the leather that would be gone by Sunday.

The date sat in my head where it had been sitting for a week. June fourteenth. Kouji had said June to me twice now, in the way he said everything, once and then never again until I brought it up.

Behind the door, Bale's voice came up.

It doesn't come up. In nineteen years I had heard him raise it maybe four times, and two of those were at funerals. His mother was a deacon's wife and he never got over it. He says a thing once and lets it sit.

It came up now, and through two inches of hollow-core door and thirty years of paint, one word came through the wood clean.

Federal.

Kyra stopped counting.

She had eleven ones fanned in her left hand and she just held them, and her eyes came up over the bar to me, and neither of us said anything. That was the part that landed. Kyra Orwin has never in her life let a silence stand when she could put something in it. She would have said the number she was on. She would have asked me what it meant, because I'm the one who knows what things mean around money.

She looked at me and she kept her mouth shut, and she went back to counting from a number I could tell she'd lost.

I put the last four stitches in.

Nineteen. Twenty. Twenty-one. Twenty-two.

The door opened at twenty past ten and they came out the way men come out of a bad church, no talking, boots first. Lem held his notebook against his chest with both hands. Shane went straight out the side door and I heard his lighter before it shut. Bale stood in the doorway with one hand on the frame and looked at his daughter a second too long, then went upstairs, the limp heavier on the first three steps the way it gets when he's been sitting.

Orlan came out with his hand on the back of Thero's neck, walking him toward the kegs, saying something that made the boy laugh. Orlan could make anybody laugh. He had a way of arriving beside you like the two of you had been in the middle of a conversation all night.

Kouji came out last.

He always came out last. He stands at the door in there and he stands at the door out here, and in two and a half years I have never seen him hurry. He came down the length of the bar and people moved for him without looking, the way water goes around a piling.

I held the cut up by the shoulders. "It's done. Don't put your arms in it yet, the wax needs to set or it'll pull."

He took it out of my hands and laid it over the stool beside me. Then he put one hand flat on my back, between my shoulder blades, and turned me on the stool until I was facing the bar and he was behind me.

The room was right there. Kyra three feet away with the money bag. Dutch breaking a rack.

He bent down and put his mouth on the patch on the back of my cut. Right over his name.

He did it slow enough that Kyra found something to look at across the room, and when he came back up he had his mouth beside my ear.

"Pick a date."

"October."

"June."

"June's six weeks out."

"I know when June is."

"Nobody plans a wedding in six weeks."

"Dovey could do it in four."

"Dovey could do it in four," I agreed, "and my mother's dishes are in a box in a rented house and the Methodist church is booked through August, and I'd have to ask Kyra to be my something and give her about a month to be insufferable about it."

"October's five months."

"October's when the river's down and it isn't ninety-four degrees at seven at night."

"October," he said, like a man agreeing to a thing he had no intention of agreeing to, and then, "June," and I turned around on the stool with the needle still in my hand and pointed it at his chest, and he looked at it, and he did the thing where the corner of his mouth moves about a sixteenth of an inch.

That was the best argument I ever had with anybody.

I want it on the record that I knew what I had. I wasn't a woman coasting. I sat on a barstool on the second of May with a needle in my hand and my mother's tin at my elbow and the man's name stitched on my back, and I knew.

He picked the cut up off the stool and held it without putting it on. He looked at me while he did it, and it went on past where it should have stopped. It wasn't the look he gives me in that room. That one is short, because in that room I'm his and everybody knows it, and looking is for men who have something to prove.

This was the way you look at a photograph of somebody.

"What," I said.

"Nothing." He put the cut over his arm. "Waxed thread."

"It's my mother's."

"I know whose it is," he said, and went out to the yard where Shane was.

The word came back to me through the door. Federal.

That's what it is, I decided. That's all that is.

I was going to be wrong about that for eight days.
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​CHAPTER ONE

​SOMETHING HE COULDN'T EXPLAIN
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Kouji

I woke up at twenty of five because I always do, and she was already half on top of me with her face in my neck and her knee where it ends up.

The box fan in her bedroom window turned the streetlight into something that came and went across the ceiling. Tillman Street at that hour is dogs and the barge horns down at the terminal. She had a pencil in her hair from the night before. She always does. She takes it out when she takes her clothes off and puts it back in without knowing.

"You're awake," she said into my collarbone.

"Yeah."

"You've been awake."

"Yeah."

She got her hand under the sheet and found me and made a noise that was mostly satisfaction with her own timing, and I turned her onto her back and put my mouth on the wren on the inside of her forearm because it was the closest part of her.

"Six o'clock," she said.

"I know what time it is."

"Thero's going to be standing in that yard by himself."

"He can stand."

She laughed, and then she stopped laughing, because I got my hand between her legs and she was already ready for me and there was nothing funny left in the room after that. She's quiet in bed. So am I. What she does is she grabs. She got a fistful of my hair and she used my shoulder for her teeth, and when I got my arm under the small of her back and lifted her up into it she said my name once, the whole thing, the way her mother used to say it when I carried boxes.

Afterward she lay across my chest with her hair everywhere and the fan going and her hand on the burn scar on the back of my left hand. She does that. She has never once asked about it. She was nine when her father left and I was ten when my old man put my hand on the stove eye, and neither of us has ever needed the other one to say it out loud.

"October," she said.

"June."

"Get out of my house."

I was out of her house by ten of six. I put my boots on in the kitchen in the dark next to a table that had two sets of the club's books stacked on it, hers on the left in pencil and hers on the right in ink, and a mug with a spoon standing in it. On my way past I moved the ledgers back from the edge of the table. She'd left them where a mug could go over on them.

The yard opens at six. Iron Gallows Custom and Salvage, four acres of dead cars off the levee road with a chain-link fence and a shop with three bays. Officially I run the shop. What I do is keep order. I stand at Bale's shoulder in church and at the door when the door needs standing at. I hold the keys to the gun locker on the same ring as the keys to the parts cage. Twelve years in, and if I say four words in a room, three of them get done.

Thero was standing in the yard by himself. Twenty-two years old, arms like broom handles, tin snips in his boot because he's seen too many movies, and he'd been there since a quarter of.

"Bay two," I said. "Transmission's out of the '04. Get the jack and the drain pan."

"Which pan."

"The clean one."

He went. He came back with the wrong jack and I looked at him and he took it back and got the right one, and that was the whole conversation, and by seven we had the transmission on the floor and his knuckles were open on two fingers. Prospects get told things once. That isn't cruelty. In this club a man's life comes down to whether he can hold instructions in his head the first time he hears them, and I would rather he learn it on a transmission.

I had my head under the '04 when Bale's truck came through the gate at eight, and Shane's bike behind it, and Dutch, and Lem's Buick riding low on the passenger side because Lem drives it like the Buick owes him money.

Officers in the garage office. It smells like coffee left on the burner since Thursday. Bale took the chair behind the desk. Orlan sat on the corner of the desk the way he always does, which puts him higher than everybody. Dutch stood. Shane leaned in the doorway where he could see the yard. Lem got his notebook out and uncapped his pen, and that is how church minutes have been kept since 1994.

"Cheyney's lawyer filed a continuance," Bale said. "March eleventh he's arrested in a Wal-Mart lot in Jefferson County with fourteen units in the trunk of a Camry, and since March eleventh he does not answer a phone, he does not answer a letter, and his brother in Cape Girardeau does not know me anymore."

"He's talking," Shane said.

"He's talking, or they don't need him to talk." Bale put both hands flat on the desk. "ATF has a case. I have thought about it every way a man can think about a thing and it comes out the same. They have a case and they have somebody feeding it, because what they know, they should not know."

Nobody said anything for a second.

"Two vehicles at the county line this week," Shane said. "Tuesday, about eleven, and Thursday, later. Red and black. They sat at the sign eleven minutes on Tuesday and about twenty on Thursday. They didn't come down."

Dutch shifted. "That's the line at BB. There's nothing at that sign."

"There's a sign."

"Voss," Orlan said.

He said it kindly. Orlan is the only man in that room who can put a name into a conversation like he's doing everybody a favor by getting it over with. He had his boot up on the desk drawer and his bandana on and he was turning his phone over in his hand.

"Voss called me Wednesday," he said. "Again. He wants the hundred and eighty for the December consignment and he wants it by the fourteenth of June, and he was pleasant about it, which I did not care for. He knows what the fourteenth is to us. He picked it."

"We do not pay for money we never had," Bale said.

"I know it."

"December went out of this yard and December got paid for on the other end and the money went into a bust in St. Louis with a federal seizure tag on it. Merrit Vandal's club does not pay a Memphis outfit twice for the same load."

"I know it, Bale."

"Then say the thing you're going to say."

Orlan took his boot off the drawer. He looked at the floor a second, like a man who hates the shape of his own next sentence.

"We pay something or we bury somebody," he said. "That's all. I'm not saying pay him the whole hundred and eighty. I'm saying a number goes across that table before the fourteenth or Fee Lund sits at that sign until she gets bored, and when she gets bored she comes down the hill. We've got eleven patches and a prospect and a sixty-seven-year-old secretary. They've got a chop shop full of boys out of Memphis with nothing."

"Twelve," Lem said, without looking up. "You're not counting yourself."

"I stand corrected."

"He's not wrong about the number," Dutch said. "It's forty minutes from that sign to this gate on the levee road. Twenty-six if you take BB and don't care about your suspension."

Bale looked at me. He does that. He waits, and everybody in the room waits with him, because I don't put a word in a room unless it's load-bearing.

"Both," I said.

"Say it."

"Pay him a number and get ready anyway. If we pay him and stand down, we're paying to be soft. If we stand ready and don't pay, we're a war."

"That's Sergeant at Arms talk," Orlan said, and he smiled at me, and there was nothing in it but warmth. "Cousin, you have been Sergeant at Arms five years and you have never once been in favor of a war."

"I've never been in favor of a war," I said.

Bale stood up. It takes him a second on the left leg. "We hold the fourteenth. Dutch, your route stays off BB. Shane, I want a headcount at that sign every night this week and I want to know the plates. Nobody talks to a fed. Nobody talks to a friend of a fed. If a man in this club is talking, he will get one chance to say so at that table and after that it is not my hands he
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