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1 The Rain


Elena Cole



Twenty-one days.

That’s how long it takes a body to stop reaching across the bed in the dark. I know because I’ve counted every one of them, the way you count the seconds between lightning and thunder to learn how close the storm is.

Tonight, the storm is close.

The apartment is four hundred square feet of somebody else’s leftovers. Beige carpet worn shiny in a path from the door to the bathroom. A radiator that bangs in the walls like a fist. One window over the sink, looking out on a parking lot and a sodium lamp that buzzes orange, dies, then buzzes orange again, all night long, like it can’t make up its mind whether to give up.

I stand at the sink washing the only mug I own. It came with the place, left behind in the cabinet by whoever lived here before me. It says WORLD’S OKAYEST EMPLOYEE in cracked blue letters, and I’ve decided that’s the most honest thing anyone has said to me in a month.

Six years, I cooked for forty men on Sunday nights. Brisket smoked since dawn. Potato salad in a bowl so big I had to hug it to carry it. Damon built me a kitchen island out of reclaimed barn wood the summer we got married, sanded it by hand in the driveway with his shirt off and sawdust in his beard, and every man in the Broken Vows MC knew that island was mine. You didn’t set a beer on it without a coaster. You didn’t put your boots up on it. You didn’t touch it at all unless I said so.

Now I own one mug. I wash it after every use because there isn’t another.

My thumb finds the base of my ring finger and rubs. It’s a habit I can’t break. The skin there is still paler than the rest of my hand, a smooth white band where gold used to be. Three weeks of sun hasn’t touched it. Three weeks of scrubbing hasn’t either.

I make myself stop. I dry the mug and set it upside down on the towel.

My phone buzzes on the counter.

Mia: Lawyer moved you up to Friday. 10am. You ok??

I type I’m fine, delete it, and type Fine instead. One word is easier to believe. I hit send before I can add anything that sounds like the truth.

There are no other messages. There haven’t been since the first night, when I sat in my car behind a Waffle House at two in the morning and blocked his number with hands that wouldn’t stop shaking. On the fourth day, I changed my number anyway, because Damon Cole has never in his life let a locked door stop him, and I didn’t need to find out what he’d do with a blocked one.

So there’s nothing. Silence. It’s what I wanted.

I tell myself that a few times.

Thunder cracks so close the window rattles in its frame. The lights dip, brown out to the color of weak tea, then come back. Upstairs, the couple who fight every night stop mid-sentence. Next door, through walls as thin as cereal boxes, a baby starts to wail.

Then the rain arrives all at once, the way rain does in this part of the country, a solid wall of it hammering the cars in the lot and turning the asphalt into a black river. I lean on the counter and watch it come down and let the noise fill up the empty spaces in my head, because that’s what I need tonight. Noise. Something louder than my own thoughts.

That’s when I hear it.

Under the rain. Under the thunder rolling away east. Low and deep and so familiar my body knows it before my brain does.

A motorcycle.

Every muscle in my back goes tight. I stop breathing.

There are a thousand bikes in this county, I tell myself. Ten thousand.

But not like this one. This engine has a hitch in it, a missed beat in the idle, like a heart with a murmur. Damon rebuilt it himself the winter after we met, and he never found that hitch, or never wanted to. For six years I fell asleep to that sound coming up our gravel drive at three in the morning. Rumble, hitch, rumble. It meant he was home. It meant he was alive.

It meant I could finally sleep.

The engine rolls into the lot. It idles. Rumble, hitch, rumble.

Then it cuts off.

Rain. Only rain.

I reach for the light switch without deciding to, the same animal instinct that makes a rabbit freeze in tall grass, and the apartment drops into darkness. The orange lamp outside buzzes on, paints the room the color of a bruise, and dies again.

I stand in the dark with my hand still on the switch and listen.

Nothing.

A minute passes. Two. My heart slams against my ribs so hard I can feel it in my teeth. I count. I’ve gotten good at counting. One hundred. Two hundred. The baby next door quiets. The rain doesn’t.

It wasn’t him. I start to believe it. Some other man with a bad idle and nowhere to be. It wasn’t him, and you’re standing in the dark like a fool over a sound.

I let go of the switch.

Three knocks.

Not loud. Not the cop knock, the fist-of-God pounding I’ve heard on clubhouse doors at four in the morning. Two knocks, a pause, then one more.

My knees almost go.

That was his knock. Our knock. The one he used on our bedroom door the first year we were together, back when he still thought he had to ask before he came in. Two, pause, one. It meant it’s me. It meant can I. I haven’t heard it in years. I didn’t know he remembered it.

The dish towel slides out of my hand onto the floor.

I don’t move. I can’t. My body has split clean in two: one half wants to run to the bathroom and lock that door too and sit in the tub with my hands over my ears, and the other half, the half I hate, the half I’ve spent twenty-one days starving, wants to cross the room so fast I tear the chain off the wall.

I do neither. I walk to the door the way you’d walk toward a dog that might bite. One slow step at a time, the carpet rough under my bare feet.

I put my eye to the peephole.

The fisheye lens bends everything, stretches the walkway into a curved tunnel of wet concrete. This building is two stories of cheap units with doors that open straight onto a breezeway, and the gutter over my door broke before I ever moved in, so the rain doesn’t drip there. It pours, a solid sheet of it falling off the roof edge onto the concrete, a waterfall nobody has bothered to fix.

He’s under it.

Not standing. Damon Cole is not standing.

He’s on his knees.

The water sluices over him, over his black hair plastered flat to his skull, over the broad shoulders I used to hold onto in the dark, over the leather cut that’s gone black with rain. Even through the warped glass I can see the patches. The grinning skull with the cracked wedding band in its teeth. The rocker under it: PRESIDENT.

He has flowers in his fist.

White garden roses. The rain has beaten them half to death; petals have torn loose and stuck to the concrete around his knees, pale scraps against the dark. White garden roses, the old-fashioned kind, full and ruffled, the kind that smell like honey and pepper. My wedding bouquet. He drove three hours to a nursery in Tennessee to find them in March, because I said once, in passing, that I didn’t want the stiff grocery-store kind. I’d forgotten I said it. He hadn’t.

I press my hand flat against the door. The wood is cold.

He doesn’t look up. His head is bowed and his hands rest on his thighs, the roses hanging from one fist, and he’s so still, so completely still, that if it weren’t for the water streaming off him he could be a statue somebody left in front of my door.

I’ve seen that man stand over three men on a barroom floor without a scratch on him. I’ve seen him sit in a hospital chair for nineteen hours waiting to hear if a brother would keep his leg. I’ve seen him at his own little brother’s grave four months ago, in the cold, with the whole club behind him, and he didn’t bend. Not his knees. Not his back. Not his face. He stood there like a piece of the mountain while they lowered Jace into the ground, and he never once bent.

Reaper Cole does not kneel.

Not when he proposed. He did that at a red light on Route 9, put the ring on my finger while I was laughing at something on the radio and said, you’re marrying me, like he was telling me the weather. Not to judges. Not to God. Not to anyone.

He’s kneeling now.

And he’s kneeling for me.

I hate him for it. I hate him so much it feels like a fever. I hate him because the part of me that loved him, the part I’ve been trying to kill for twenty-one days, takes one look through that peephole and comes crawling back to life.

Slowly, like he can feel my eye on him through two inches of wood, he lifts his head.

The fisheye bends his face, but it can’t hide it. He hasn’t shaved in days. The skin under his eyes is bruised with exhaustion. There’s a cut on his cheekbone, half-healed, and water running into his eyes, and he doesn’t blink it away. He just looks at the door. At the little glass circle where I am.

“Elena.”

His voice comes through the door low and rough, almost lost in the rain. My name in his mouth sounds the way it always did. Like something he owned.

I step back from the peephole like it burned me.

“How did you find me?” My voice comes out steadier than I feel. Barely.

A pause. “Does it matter?”

“It matters to me.”

“Prospect saw your car at the Shell station off Route 9. Two weeks ago. Followed you home.”

Two weeks.

The floor tilts under me. Two weeks ago I was still crying in the shower so the neighbors couldn’t hear. Two weeks ago I was eating peanut butter off a spoon for dinner because I couldn’t stand the thought of food. Two weeks ago I believed I’d finally done the one thing nobody in the Broken Vows world had ever done.

Disappeared.

“You had them hunting me.” The words scrape my throat. “Like I’m a debt. Like I’m a rat who ran.”

“I had them looking for you.”

“There’s no difference.”

“There is to me.”

“You’ve known where I was for two weeks.” I’m talking too fast now, my voice climbing, and I can’t stop it. “You’ve known for two weeks, and you sent your boys to watch my door? Did they watch me through the window, Damon? Did they tell you what I ate? Whether I cried?”

Silence. The rain hammers.

“Did they?”

“Yes.”

One word, and it guts me, because he didn’t lie. Damon has a thousand faults, but he’s never been a coward with the truth when you ask him straight. That was the thing I trusted most about him.

Was.

“Then you know I’m fine,” I say. “So you can go home.”

“I don’t have one.”

“You have a four-bedroom house on eleven acres.”

“I have a house.” His voice drops so low I have to lean toward the door to hear it, and I hate myself for leaning. “Your coffee’s still in the cabinet. That vanilla shit I always made fun of. I can’t throw it out. I can’t drink it. I just open the cabinet every morning and stand there.”

I close my eyes.

Don’t. Don’t you dare picture it.

I picture it anyway. Him in our kitchen at dawn, barefoot on the cold tile, in the gray T-shirt he sleeps in, one hand on the open cabinet door. Staring at a yellow bag of coffee like it might tell him something.

“Get up,” I say.

“No.”

“Damon, get up. It’s forty degrees. You’ll get pneumonia.”

“Then I get pneumonia.”

“I’ll call the police.”

“So call them.” He doesn’t raise his voice. He doesn’t need to. “I’ll be on my knees when they get here, and I’ll be on my knees when they leave.”

He’s not bluffing. The sheriff’s deputies in this county would rather direct traffic in a hurricane than lay a hand on Reaper Cole. Everybody knows it. I know it better than anybody. I’ve watched deputies tip their hats to him at the diner and pick up his tab.

A door creaks open across the breezeway.

Mr. Delgado from 1C pokes his head out, a widower somewhere past seventy in a sleeveless undershirt and house slippers, his reading glasses pushed up on his forehead. I’ve talked to him exactly twice: once when he helped me carry my one box of dishes up the stairs, once when he warned me about the broken gutter. He takes in the scene in front of my door, the huge man soaked to the skin and kneeling in the waterfall, then looks at my door.

“Ma’am?” he calls through the rain. “You all right in there? You need me to do something?”

Damon doesn’t turn around. Doesn’t get up. He keeps his eyes on my door and says, calm and quiet and absolutely certain, “Go back inside, sir.”

Mr. Delgado’s eyes drop to the cut. To the skull. To the word PRESIDENT stitched across that broad, wet back.

The door across the breezeway closes. The deadbolt slides home.

Something hot and furious surges up through the grief, and I welcome it. Anger is so much easier to hold.

“You don’t get to do that here.” I slap my palm flat against the door. “Do you hear me? You don’t get to do that here. This is my place. My building. My neighbor. He was being kind to me. He’s the only kind thing in this whole place, and you just—” My voice breaks. I swallow hard. “You just scared him off like he was nothing. Like you do. Like everything’s yours.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You’re sorry.” I laugh, and it sounds awful, a broken thing. “That’s what you came here to say? You drove an hour in a thunderstorm to say sorry?”

“I came to say a lot of things. Sorry’s just where it starts.”

“It’s not where it starts.” I press my forehead to the door. The wood is cool and smells like old paint. “It doesn’t start anywhere, Damon. It ended. You ended it. You ended it in our bed.”

Thunder rolls over the building, so deep I feel it in the floor.

When I close my eyes, all I see is red. A smear of it. A color I used to love. I gave away my red sweater the first week, the one he bought me on our trip to Asheville. I couldn’t stand to look at it. I can’t walk past the lipstick aisle at the Dollar General anymore without my stomach turning over like I’ve swallowed something rotten.

Cherry. She wore cherry. I didn’t know you could smell a color until I smelled it on him.

On the other side of the door, he doesn’t say a word. He doesn’t defend himself. He doesn’t explain. And somehow that’s worse, because the Damon I married would argue with a brick wall if he thought he was right. The silence means he knows he isn’t.

Lightning flashes. For one bright white second, the parking lot behind him lights up like a stage.

Through the peephole, past his shoulder, I see a second motorcycle.

It’s parked under the dead sodium lamp at the far end of the lot, where the light never reaches. A rider sits on it in a black helmet with a dark visor, both feet planted on the asphalt, not moving. Not getting off. Not going anywhere. Just sitting, in the pouring rain, facing my building.

Then the lightning’s gone, and the lot goes black.

I don’t know if Damon saw it. But I saw him. In that same white flash, something changed in his body. His head didn’t turn, not quite, but his shoulders shifted. Squared. The roses went still in his fist. It’s a posture I know better than my own face in the mirror, the stillness that comes over him at the clubhouse when a stranger walks in wearing the wrong colors. Like he’s counting exits. Counting men. Counting how many seconds it would take him to reach the one who matters most.

The orange lamp buzzes back on.

The spot under it is empty. No bike. No rider. Just rain bouncing off empty asphalt. I didn’t hear an engine start. I would have heard an engine.

Wouldn’t I?

“Damon.” My voice has gone thin. “Who was that?”

A beat. Too long a beat.

“Who was who?”

“Don’t.” I grip the doorknob so hard my knuckles ache. “Don’t do that. Don’t you dare treat me like a hangaround who doesn’t know how to read a parking lot. There was a man on a bike out there. Watching.”

“One of mine.”

“Your boys ride Harleys. That was a sport bike.”

Silence.

Rain, and silence, and the radiator banging in the wall like it wants out.

“Go inside the bathroom, Elena,” he says quietly. “Lock the door. Run the water.”

“I am inside.”

“I know you are, baby.”

Baby.

He hasn’t called me that in twenty-one days, and the word goes through me like a bullet, clean in and clean out, leaving nothing behind but the hole. I sink down until I’m sitting on my heels with my back against the door, and I put my fist against my mouth so he won’t hear the sound I make.

Through the wood, through the rain, I can feel him there. Kneeling. Inches away. If the door weren’t between us, my back would be against his chest.

For a long time neither of us speaks.

When I finally get up, my legs are stiff and I’m shaking all over. I look through the peephole again. I tell myself it’s to check the parking lot.

It isn’t.

He’s in the same spot. He hasn’t moved an inch, not even to brace a hand on the concrete. But his hands have changed. The roses lie on the walkway beside him now, and his palms are open on his thighs, turned up to the sky like he’s waiting for something to be put into them.

The water on his knuckles runs pink.

His knuckles are split. Fresh. Both hands, torn open across the ridges, the way they only get when he’s put his fists into something more than once. The rain washes the blood away, and more seeps up to take its place.

Whose blood is that?

The question freezes my spine. An hour ago, before he came here, what did those hands do? What did he walk out of to come kneel at my door with my wedding roses?

“What happened to your hands?”

He looks down at them like he forgot they were his. “Nothing that matters tonight.”

“Everything matters.” I’m whispering now. I don’t know when I started. “That was always your problem. You decided what mattered for both of us.”

He nods. Slow. Water drips off his jaw. “Yeah. It was.”

He doesn’t argue. Again.

I don’t know what to do with a Damon who doesn’t argue. I knew how to fight the old one. I knew where to put my feet. This man on his knees in the rain, agreeing with every terrible thing I say, is a stranger wearing my husband’s face, and I don’t know the way out of the room he’s in.

“What do you want?” I ask. “Just say it. Say what you came to say and then get on your bike and leave and let me go back to my life.”

“This isn’t your life.” He says it softly, like a fact. Not cruel. Not even angry. “This is you hiding.”

“It’s me surviving you.”

He flinches. Through the warped glass, I watch it land and watch him take it, and he doesn’t look away from the door. He doesn’t look away from me.

“Okay,” he says. “Okay. I deserve that.”

“You deserve worse.”

“I know.” His throat works. “I know I do. I know I don’t get anything. Not your forgiveness. Not your time. Not one more minute of you. I know what I did, and I know what I am, and I know you’d be right to leave me out here till I rot.”

“Then why are you here?”

He lifts his chin. Looks straight into the peephole, straight through it, straight into me. The rain runs down his face like he’s crying, and maybe he is. I can’t tell. I’ve never once in six years seen him cry.

“Because I couldn’t not be,” he says.

I pull back from the peephole and stand in the dark of my borrowed apartment with my one mug drying in the rack and my one box of dishes and the pale white band on my finger, and I feel the whole night pressing in around me. The storm. The man on the sport bike who vanished without a sound. The blood on Damon’s hands. The roses dying on the concrete.

Twenty-one days, I built a wall. Brick by brick. Tear by tear. I built it out of every image I couldn’t stop seeing. Red. Cherry. A gold earring that wasn’t mine, glinting on my pillowcase.

And it took him four minutes and one knock to find every crack in it.

My hand drifts to the chain lock. I don’t tell it to. It just goes, my fingers resting on the cold little brass knob, the way they rested on the back of his neck when we danced at our wedding. I could slide it free. I could open the door two inches. Just to tell him to his face to go to hell.

Just to see him without a piece of glass in the way.

“Elena.” His voice comes through the wood, so close he must have leaned his forehead against my door. I can almost feel the weight of him on the other side, right where my own forehead was pressed a minute ago. Like we’re touching through the wood, and neither of us can feel it. “I’m not asking you to forgive me. I’m not asking you to come home. I’m not asking you for anything I haven’t earned. And I haven’t earned a damn thing.”

Rain. Thunder. My own pulse roaring in my ears.

“Just five minutes,” he whispers. “Then I’ll go.”

And God help me, my fingers are already sliding the chain.




2 The Night I Left


Elena Cole



Twenty-one days earlier.

I came home early because I didn’t want him to be alone.

That’s the part that still burns, worse than anything I found. I’ve turned it over every night since, the way you’d tongue a broken tooth. I wasn’t sneaking. I wasn’t suspicious. I didn’t come home to catch him at anything.

I came home because I loved him.

Tomorrow would have been Jace’s thirtieth birthday. I was supposed to stay at my sister Nina’s place in Chattanooga through Sunday, a long weekend of her kids climbing on me and cheap boxed wine on her back porch. But around four that afternoon I was standing in her kitchen cutting crusts off peanut butter sandwiches, and I looked at the calendar on her fridge and the date hit me in the stomach like a fist.

Damon hadn’t said a word about it. Not one. That’s how I knew it was eating him alive.

“Go,” Nina said, before I’d even opened my mouth. She took the knife out of my hand. “Go on. You’ve got that face.”

“What face?”

“The face that says you’re going to drive two and a half hours in the dark so your husband doesn’t have to drink alone on his dead brother’s birthday.” She kissed my cheek. “Go. Text me when you get there.”

I never did text her. I forgot. By the time I remembered, I was sitting in the dark behind a Waffle House with my phone in my lap and nothing left to say to anyone.


*  *  *



The drive home was long and gray. I stopped at the Kroger off exit 14 and bought the things Jace used to love. Cheap chocolate cake mix, the kind with sprinkles already in the box. A twelve-pack of the terrible light beer he swore was the only beer worth drinking, which Damon called carbonated piss. A bag of the pink-and-white frosted animal crackers he ate by the fistful when he was eight years old and following his big brother everywhere like a shadow.

I had a plan. I’d bake the stupid sprinkle cake at midnight. We’d sit on the back steps with that terrible beer. Damon would finally talk about him, or he wouldn’t, and either way I’d be there. I’d sit close enough that our shoulders touched, and that would be enough.

That’s all I wanted. To be close enough that our shoulders touched.

Our road is three miles of gravel off the county highway, with no streetlights and no neighbors, just pine trees standing black on either side. I knew every rut in it. I could drive it with my eyes closed, and on bad nights, half-drunk on the back of his bike with my arms around his waist, I practically had.

A mile from the house, headlights swung around the bend toward me.

Nobody drives our road. Nobody but us, the club, and the propane man on the first Tuesday of the month. I slowed and pulled toward the ditch, gravel crunching under the tires, and a little red car blew past me going way too fast for gravel. A cheap red hatchback with a dented back bumper, fishtailing on the turn, its taillights swallowed by the pines before I could see who was driving.

I watched it go in the rearview mirror. My hands tightened on the wheel.

Somebody lost, I told myself. Some kid using the road to turn around.

But a cold thread had already started to pull somewhere under my ribs. Something I didn’t have a name for yet.


*  *  *



His bike was in the driveway.

Not in the garage, where it lived. Parked at an angle on the gravel in front of the porch, like he’d ridden up hard and climbed off without caring where it fell. Damon cared for that bike the way some men care for their children. He’d never leave it out in the open with the dew coming down.

The porch light was off. The whole house was dark except for one window upstairs.

Our bedroom.

I sat in the car with the engine ticking as it cooled and the grocery bags slumped on the passenger seat, and I looked up at that square of yellow light, and I didn’t move.

A long time later, I’d figure out why I didn’t move. Some part of me already knew. The body keeps its own records. Mine had filed the red car and the abandoned bike and the single lit window, and it was trying to warn me in the only language it had: heavy hands, a dry mouth, a pulse beating in my throat like a trapped bird.

I didn’t listen. I picked up the grocery bags and went inside.

The kitchen was dark. I flicked on the light above the sink and set the bags down, and that’s when I saw it.

His cut. Thrown across my kitchen island.

Not hung on its hook by the door, where it went every single night for six years. Thrown across the barn-wood island he’d built for me with his own hands. The island nobody touched without asking. The leather lay in a careless heap, one arm hanging off the edge, the grinning skull patch staring up at the ceiling.

I went to pick it up. I wasn’t thinking. My hands just went to fix it, the way they’d always fixed things for him: hang it up, smooth it out, put it back where it belonged.

I lifted it by the collar, and my thumb slid through something slick.

I turned it toward the light.

Red.

A smear of red on the inside of the collar, where the leather meets a man’s neck. Just under the place where his pulse beats. Where I used to press my lips when he came home late and climbed into bed smelling of road wind and motor oil, the place I’d kiss to tell him I’m glad you’re alive, I’m glad you’re mine.

Somebody else had put her mouth there.

I lifted the collar to my nose. I didn’t decide to. My body did it, like it needed one more piece of proof before it would let my mind break.

Cherry.

Sweet and fake, like cough syrup. Like the lip gloss teenage girls buy at the drugstore. Under the leather, under the motor oil and the smoke and the faint clean smell of the soap he used, that cheap cherry sweetness sat on top of everything like a stain.

I knew that smell.

Every woman in the Broken Vows world knew that smell, because Tasha Reeves wore it like a flag. Tasha, who’d been coming around the clubhouse for two years in shorts that didn’t cover enough, laughing too loud at every joke anybody told. Tasha, who brought six-packs to every party and never brought a man. Tasha with the big gold hoop earrings the size of bracelets, always reaching up to play with them while she watched the brothers. Watched my husband.

I used to feel sorry for her.

I set the cut back down on the island. Carefully. Exactly where it had been, one arm still hanging off the edge. I don’t know why. Maybe if I put it back just right, I could undo the last thirty seconds. Back up, rewind, put the groceries away and pretend.

Upstairs, the shower was running.


*  *  *



I don’t remember climbing the stairs. I remember the sound of the water through the floor. I remember the hallway runner, the one I’d found at an estate sale and carried home rolled up on my shoulder like a rifle. I remember our bedroom door, half open, with yellow lamplight spilling out across the floorboards.

I remember the smell before I reached the door. Cherry, heavy and sweet, thick in the air like somebody had sprayed it.

The bed was a wreck.

Not slept in. Wrecked. The quilt my grandmother made was twisted half onto the floor. The fitted sheet had been torn off one corner and bunched up against the mattress. Both pillows were dented in the middle.

Both.

On my side of the bed, on the pale blue pillowcase I’d ironed before I left for Nina’s, something gold caught the lamplight.

A gold hoop earring. Big as a bracelet. A tiny gold charm shaped like a star hung from the bottom, still swinging very slightly, like the bed had been disturbed only a moment ago.

I didn’t touch it. I just stood in the doorway and looked at it, and the floor rolled under me like the deck of a boat.

The water shut off.

The bathroom door opened, and steam rolled out, and my husband stepped into our bedroom with a towel around his waist and water running down his chest, and he saw me.

He stopped.

The color drained out of his face so fast it was almost something you could hear. I’d never seen him look like that. Not when we got the call about Jace. Not in the hospital, not at the graveside. His face went gray, the gray of old ash, and his hand gripped the doorframe like his legs were about to give out.

“Elena.” My name came out of him wrong. Rough. Slurred at the edges. “You’re—you’re supposed to be at Nina’s.”

That’s the first thing he said. Not it’s not what it looks like. Not let me explain.

You’re supposed to be at Nina’s.

As if the only mistake made in this house tonight was mine. Coming home early.

“Tomorrow’s Jace’s birthday,” I heard myself say. My voice sounded far away, like it was coming out of a radio in another room. “I bought the sprinkle cake. The one he liked.”

He closed his eyes.

“I bought the beer, Damon. The piss beer. I thought you’d want it.” I laughed, and it came out wet and cracked. “I came home because I didn’t want you to be alone.”

He opened his eyes and looked at the bed. At the earring on my pillow.

And I watched him see it. I watched the understanding wash across his face, and I swear on my mother’s grave the look in his eyes was confusion, like a man waking up in a stranger’s house and not knowing how he got there.

But only for a second. Then it was gone, and there was only shame. A shame so naked and so total it made me want to look away.

“Lena,” he said. “Baby, I—”

“Don’t call me that.”

“I don’t—” He scrubbed a hand down his face. His fingers were shaking. Damon Cole’s hands don’t shake. They didn’t shake when he pulled a bullet out of Hawk’s thigh with pliers on the clubhouse pool table. “I don’t know what—I don’t remember—”

“You don’t remember.” The words came out flat. Dead. “You don’t remember fucking Tasha Reeves in our bed.”

He flinched like I’d hit him.

“Say it.” I took a step into the room. The cherry smell grew stronger and my stomach heaved. “Say her name. Say you didn’t. Look at me and tell me you didn’t.”

He looked at me. His eyes were bloodshot, the pupils strange, too wide in the lamplight. And for one long, endless moment, I waited for the lie. I wanted it. God help me, I would have taken it. I would have taken any lie he gave me and held it to my chest and called it the truth and stayed.

“I can’t,” he said hoarsely. “I can’t tell you I didn’t.”

The floor went out from under me.

Not all at once. In pieces. Six years came apart in my hands like wet paper. Our wedding at the courthouse, with the club lined up outside and their bikes revving like a twenty-one-gun salute. Our first night in this house, on a mattress on the floor because the bed frame hadn’t come yet. Every night I waited up. Every bullet I prayed wouldn’t find him. Every time I washed blood out of that cut and hung it back on its hook, and never once asked whose blood it was.

“Get out of my way,” I said.

He wasn’t in my way. He was standing across the room by the bathroom door. But he stepped back anyway, both hands lifted, palms out. The gesture he makes to a spooked horse.

I went to the closet. Pulled down my blue suitcase, the one we took to Asheville. I threw it open on the floor because I couldn’t stand to set it on that bed.

“Elena, please. Let me—just sit down, let me get my head straight, let me figure out what—”

“Figure out what? Figure out what, Damon?” My hands were throwing clothes into the suitcase. Shirts still on their hangers. Jeans. Underwear by the fistful from the dresser. “What part of this needs figuring out? Her earring’s on my pillow. Her mouth’s on your cut. She passed me on the road in her shitty red car going sixty miles an hour. I can smell her. The whole house smells like her.”

He went very still.

“She passed you on the road?” Something sharpened in his voice. “Just now? When?”

“Does it matter?”

“Elena, when?”

I stared at him. That was what he cared about. Not me on my knees on the closet floor packing my life into one suitcase. Her. Where she was. When she left.

“Fuck you,” I whispered.

His phone rang.

Not the phone on the nightstand. The other one. The cheap black flip phone he carried for club business, buzzing angrily on the dresser. Every woman in that world learns the sound of the burner. It means somebody’s bleeding, or somebody’s about to be.

He didn’t move to answer it.

It stopped. Started again right away.

“Answer it,” I said.

“No.”

“Answer it, Damon. That’s what you do. Answer it.”

He crossed the room in three strides, grabbed it, flipped it open. “What.” He listened. His jaw went hard as a rock. “How many? … Where’s Cutter? … No. No. Nobody moves till I’m there. Twenty minutes.”

He snapped it shut. Looked at me. I watched the war happen across his face. The president and the husband. Him, and the man everybody needed him to be.

“The Jackals hit the warehouse in Clayton,” he said. “Two of ours are down. I have to—”

“Go.”

“Elena—”

“Go.” I was screaming now, and I didn’t care. Let the trees hear. Let the whole damn county hear. “Go! That’s who you are! Go be Reaper! The club always comes first, right? Before your wife, before your vows, before your brother’s goddamn birthday! Go!”

He pulled on his jeans and a shirt, and his hands kept missing the buttons. He stopped in the doorway and looked back at me on the floor beside my half-packed suitcase.

“We’re not done.” His voice was raw. “You hear me? We’re not done. Don’t you move. I’ll be back before sunrise, and we’ll—don’t you leave, Elena. Please. Don’t you leave this house.”

I didn’t answer him.

His boots on the stairs. The front door. The roar of the engine catching in the driveway: rumble, hitch, rumble. Gravel spitting. The sound fading down three miles of dark road, then gone.

I stayed on the floor a long time.


*  *  *



When I finally stood up, I worked fast. I didn’t let myself feel anything. I packed my makeup. My phone charger. My grandmother’s Bible. My birth certificate and passport from the lockbox in the closet. I left the wedding dress. I left the photo albums. I left my ring on the bathroom sink beside his toothbrush, and the click it made against the porcelain was the loudest sound I’ve ever heard.

I zipped the suitcase. I stood it up.

And his phone buzzed on the nightstand.

His real phone. The personal one. I’d forgotten it was there. He’d left it face-down by the lamp, plugged into the charger, the way he always did when he came home. It lit up through the gap at the edge of the case, a pale glow against the wood, and went dark again.

Leave it, I told myself. Pick up your bag and walk out the door and never look back. Whatever’s on that phone, you don’t want to know.

I picked it up.

The passcode was our anniversary. It always had been. Six years, and he never changed it. I typed in the numbers with my thumb, and the phone unlocked, and that one small thing, that he’d never once in six years needed to hide anything from me, almost dropped me to my knees.

The messages app was empty. No Tasha. No unfamiliar names. Nothing but threads with the brothers, my sister, me. My last text was still at the top. Leaving Nina’s, home by 9. Love you. Eat something.

He’d never read it.

My thumb hovered. I should have stopped there. The empty screen should have been enough. But six years in his world had taught me how men who have things to hide keep their phones. They don’t keep things. They delete them.

I tapped Filters. Scrolled down.

Recently Deleted.

There was a number beside it in small gray type.

47.

Forty-seven messages, deleted in the last thirty days. From a man who’d never in his life deleted a text, because he didn’t know how to hide anything from me. Because he’d never needed to.

My finger was shaking so hard I had to tap three times before the folder opened.

All forty-seven came from the same number. Not saved. No name. Just a 615 area code and a string of digits I didn’t recognize. They went back weeks. They went back to before. Long before tonight. Long before any one drunk, grief-stricken mistake.

The newest one was at the top, timestamped 8:52 p.m.

Eight minutes before I pulled into the driveway.

She doesn’t know yet, does she?




3 Five Minutes


Elena Cole



The chain falls free with a small brass clink, and I open the door.

Cold rushes in first. Then the sound, the rain’s roar suddenly unmuffled, the gutter dumping its waterfall onto the concrete a foot from my bare toes. Then the smell of him: wet leather, gasoline, and under it the same soap he’s used since the day I met him, green and plain as a bar of Irish Spring, because he says anything fancier makes a man smell like a hotel lobby.

He’s still on his knees.

From this angle, without the peephole to warp him, he looks worse. And bigger. Even kneeling, his head comes nearly to my ribs. Water runs off the ends of his hair, down his jaw, into the collar of his shirt. The roses lie at his knees, half their petals scattered across the walkway like someone tore up a letter.

He looks up at me, and for a second neither of us breathes.

“Get up,” I say. “I’m not talking to the top of your head.”

He stands slowly, like an old man, one hand braced on the doorframe. His jeans are black with water from the knees down. He’s so tall I have to tip my chin up, and I hate that. I hate that my body remembers the exact angle.

He doesn’t step forward. He waits.

“The doorway,” I say. “That’s it. You don’t come past the carpet.”

He looks down at the threshold, at the strip of worn beige where the carpet meets the metal sill, and steps onto it like it’s a line painted on a cell floor. Water pours off him onto the carpet. He’s dripping on my floor. Three weeks of having one thing in the world that was mine, and he’s dripping on it.

I turn my back on him and walk to the kitchen. Four steps. That’s how small this place is. The microwave above the stove has a cracked display, but the numbers still work. I punch in 5-0-0 and hit start.

The turntable starts to spin, empty. The hum fills the room.

5:00. 4:59. 4:58.

When I turn around, he’s staring at the microwave. Then at me.

“Five minutes,” I say. “You asked for five minutes. That’s what you get.”

Something moves at the corner of his mouth. Not a smile. The ghost of one, buried under too much weight to climb all the way out. “You’re timing me.”

“I’m timing you.”

He nods slowly. “Okay.”

4:41.

He doesn’t start talking. He just looks at me. At my bare feet on the carpet. At the oversized flannel shirt I sleep in, which isn’t his, because I left all of his behind, but which I bought at the Goodwill on Route 9 because it was the same faded green as his. At my face, which I know looks terrible: no makeup, my eyes swollen, my hair pulled









































































































