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	One

	The Gavel

	the night the club made saint president, I was the one holding it together.

	Nobody saw it that way. They saw the bonfire and the beer and the new patch on his back, the word PRESIDENT stitched in white thread over the spot where his enforcer rocker used to be. They saw my husband stand on the clubhouse porch with the gavel in his fist and his jaw set like a man who had never once been afraid of anything, and they roared for him until the dogs on the next farm started barking.

	What they didn’t see was me. They almost never did.

	They didn’t see me clock the two prospects by the keg, the way the big one’s shoulders had gone square and his hands had stopped moving. I knew that look. I had been watching men in this club for fifteen years, and I could see a fight coming three seconds before the men in it could. I crossed the yard, put a plate of food in the big one’s hands, and asked after his little girl. The square went out of his shoulders. He laughed. The other one laughed. Nothing happened. Nothing ever happened on the nights I was paying attention, and I was always paying attention.

	That was the job. Not the patch, not the gavel. The job was making sure the whole thing didn’t come apart at the seams, and the seams were everywhere, and I was the only one who could see them all at once.

	My bike was parked at the end of the row, away from the chrome and the loud paint. A 1978 Shovelhead, matte black, no shine on it anywhere. I built it myself out of my father’s old frame the winter after he died, with my own hands and his tools and a space heater that didn’t work. Every other bike in that yard belonged to the club. That one belonged to me. It was the only thing in my life that did.

	I was looking at it, the way you look at the door in a room full of strangers, when Saint found me.

	He came down off the porch and through the crowd like the crowd wasn’t there. Men reached for him and he let them slap his back without slowing down, and the whole time his eyes were on me. After fifteen years he could still find me in a hundred people in the dark. I told myself that meant something. I think it did, that night. I think that night it was still true.

	He took my hand and pulled me around the side of the clubhouse, into the dark between the wall and the tree line, where the noise dropped down to a hum.

	“There she is,” he said.

	“You’re missing your own party.” I let him back me up against the wall. His hands found my hips like they’d done it ten thousand times, because they had.

	“It’s not my party. They needed somebody to point at tonight. I just stood there and let them point.” He put his forehead against mine. He smelled like smoke and the cold and the same soap he’d used since the day I met him. “You know it’s you. All of it. The room in there, the patch, all of it. None of it stands up without you.”

	“Don’t let the boys hear you say that. They think you did it alone.”

	“Let them think it.” His mouth was close to mine now. “I know who I married.”

	Then he kissed me, and he kissed me like we were twenty-five and broke and parked at the edge of Coldwater with the whole stupid future still in front of us. Fifteen years, and he could still do that. Still make my chest go tight and my hands forget what they were holding. I had given this man my name and my twenties and the only home I ever loved, and standing in the dark with his mouth on mine I would have given it all again without blinking.

	That is the part I need you to understand before any of the rest of it. I loved him. It was a good marriage. We were happy. Whatever came after, that was true first.

	Then a voice called his name from the yard, and the night came back.

	He pressed his lips to my forehead and went, because that was the deal, his and mine, going on twenty years. The club called and he went and I let him. I came back around the clubhouse into the light and the noise, and I started reading the room again, because somebody had to.

	The first thing I saw that I didn’t like was Voss.

	He stood near the fire with a glass of something brown, not beer, dressed the way he always dressed, like a man who had wandered in from a richer life and couldn’t find the door out. Marek Voss did not ride. Marek Voss did not wear a cut. Marek Voss handled the money, and the money was the kind of thing you weren’t supposed to be able to see, and yet there he was, by our fire, on our night, comfortable as a cat in a sunny window.

	A man like that has no business being comfortable in a place like ours. When he gets comfortable, it means he thinks he owns the floor he’s standing on. I had spent nine years making sure Marek Voss never once felt comfortable. Something had changed, and nobody had told me.

	The second thing I saw was the girl.

	She was young, twenty-five or six, dark hair, and she had a way of standing that always put her body where the light was good. New. I didn’t know her name yet. She was talking to one of the older members, but her eyes kept drifting to the side of the building where Saint had just come from, and then to me, and then sliding away. I had watched a hundred girls like her come through this club. They came for the noise and the danger and the men who wore it, and they went again. I told myself she was one more of those.

	I was wrong. But I’m getting ahead of myself. That night I just filed her away, the way I filed everything, and moved on.

	The third thing was a man who wasn’t there.

	By midnight, when the fire had burned down and the singing had started, I went looking for Pike, because Pike always knew things, and I found him at the gate, stone sober, which was wrong for a night like that. I asked him where the Dominion was. On a night when one club hands over the gavel, the club it shares a truce with sends a man. One man, to stand by the fire and drink one beer and go home. It’s how you say we are still at peace. It had been that way since I made it that way, six years back, in a diner off the highway with Crow sitting across from me and a cup of bad coffee going cold between us.

	Nobody had come from the Dominion.

	“Maybe they forgot,” Pike said.

	“They didn’t forget.”

	Nobody forgets a thing like that. You only skip it when you’ve decided you don’t need the peace anymore. I stood at the gate and looked down the dark road, and I felt the first cold thread of something pull tight in my chest, the way a wire pulls tight right before it snaps.

	Behind me, my husband was president of the Hollow Saints, and the club was happy, and the fire was warm, and every single person there believed it was the best night of our lives.

	I went back to the fire and smiled and poured drinks and let them believe it.

	That was the job too.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Two

	The Ledger

	the call came at 5:40 the next morning, which is the hour the bad ones always come.

	I was already half awake. Saint was beside me on his back with his phone held up over his face, the screen lighting him blue in the dark, his thumb moving. He didn’t put it down when my phone buzzed on the nightstand. He used to. Fifteen years, he used to roll over and ask me who it was. That morning he just kept reading whatever it was he was reading, and I told myself a man who’s just been made president has a lot to read.

	I took the call in the kitchen.

	It was Bryce’s wife, Lacey, and she was crying, which I expected, and she was crying about the wrong thing, which I also expected. Bryce had put his bike in the ditch out on the county road past the grain tower around four in the morning, drunk, and he was fine. He was always fine. Men like Bryce walk away from everything. The problem wasn’t Bryce. The problem was the canvas bag in his saddlebag that was not supposed to leave the clubhouse, and the deputy who had already pulled up behind the wreck with his lights going.

	Lacey didn’t know about the bag. Lacey thought her husband was going to jail for a DUI. I let her keep thinking that, because the truth was worse and she didn’t need it.

	“Where on the county road?” I said.

	“By the grain tower, I already—”

	“Okay. Stay home. Don’t call anybody else. I’ve got it.”

	I had it. I always had it.

	The deputy’s name was Hargrove, and Hargrove had a boat he couldn’t afford and a habit nobody in his department knew about, and both of those things had been written on a page in my book for two years, waiting for a morning exactly like this one. I called a number Hargrove didn’t know I had. I said a few quiet words. By the time I’d poured my coffee, the canvas bag was a problem that had never existed, and Bryce was just a man who’d had a long night and a soft ditch, and the Hollow Saints were nowhere near any of it.

	Nobody would ever know I did that. Bryce wouldn’t know. The club wouldn’t know. By noon the story going around the clubhouse would be that the club had reach now, that Saint’s people were untouchable since Saint took the gavel. The club always took the credit. And the club was really just one man, and the man was my husband, and I let him have it. I’d been letting him have it for fifteen years.

	When the coffee was gone I went into the back room everyone called the office and nobody but me ever used, and I opened the book.

	It wasn’t much to look at. A ledger, the old paper kind, the kind my father kept, full of my own handwriting that wasn’t quite handwriting. Years ago I’d built myself a way of writing things down that looked like nothing if you weren’t me. Columns, short marks, a few words that only meant what they meant to me. Every dollar the club had ever cleaned was in there. So was every dollar it hadn’t. So were the names. So were the things the names had done.

	If the law ever got into that book and learned how to read it, every man I’d spent the night pouring drinks for would die in a cage. And if they never got into it, that same book was the only reason none of them ever would. It kept us alive by being the one thing that could kill us. I was the only person who could read it. That was on purpose.

	My father taught me to keep books like that. Hank Calder. Founding member. Gone ten winters now.

	He used to sit me at the kitchen table back in Coldwater when I was a girl, younger than that girl from the party, and put a column of numbers in front of me and time me with the egg timer. He told me the men would always think the patch was the power. He said let them. The power, he said, is whoever knows where everything is, and that person should never be the one holding the gun, because the one holding the gun is the one they come looking for. Be the wall, he told me. Walls don’t get shot. Walls just hold the roof up, and nobody ever thanks them. I was eleven. I didn’t understand it then. I understood it now.

	There was one page near the back of that book I never looked at if I could help it. I didn’t look at it that morning either. But I knew it was there, the way you know a scar is there under your sleeve. Nine years ago I did a thing to keep my husband out of a cage for the rest of his life, and the cost of it was still being paid, in small amounts, every month, to a man who drank brown liquor by our fire and was finally, after all this time, starting to feel comfortable. Saint never knew I did it. Saint thought he got lucky. I let him think that too.

	I closed the book and put it back where it lived, and I went out to find my husband, because it was morning and we were still us, and being us was the only part of any of this I’d ever actually wanted.

	He was in the yard by the bikes with his phone in his hand again. He put it away when he saw me. Into his cut, screen down, fast, the way you put away something you don’t want seen. I noticed. I notice everything. It’s the whole problem with me. But I’d been married fifteen years, and I knew a man who’d just been made president had a hundred people in that phone. So I crossed the gravel and wrapped my arms around him from the side and laid my head on his shoulder, and for a second it was easy. It was the easiest thing in the world. His arm came around me. The smell of him. The sun coming up over the shop roof.

	“Rough morning?” he said.

	“Bryce put it in a ditch. It’s handled.”

	“Course it is.” He kissed the top of my head. “What would I do without you.”

	He said it the way you say a thing you’ve said a thousand times. Light. Not really a question. A year before, I’d have heard it as love. That morning I heard the lightness in it, the way you’d say it to something you’d stopped really seeing because it was always there.

	I told myself I was tired. I told myself it was nothing.

	I’m telling you now so you’ll know I saw it. I saw the first crack the morning after they made him president. I just didn’t know yet that it ran all the way down to the foundation.

	And that the foundation was me.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Three

	Two in the Morning

	he came home at two in the morning, three nights after the party, smelling like a woman who wasn’t me.

	I was awake when he came in. I’m always half awake. You don’t keep a club alive for fifteen years by sleeping through the night. I heard the bike, then the door, then his boots in the hall, slower than usual, careful, the walk of a man who thinks he’s being quiet. He sat on the edge of the bed to take his boots off, and the smell came with him. Smoke, always smoke, that was just him. But under it, sweet and warm and wrong. Perfume. Not mine. I don’t wear perfume. I never have.

	He lay down behind me and put his arm over my waist the way he’d done ten thousand nights, and I lay there and breathed in another woman on my husband’s skin and didn’t move a muscle.

	“You up?” he whispered.

	“Mm.” I kept my voice thick, like sleep. “Where were you?”

	“Church ran late. Then me and the boys had a few.” He kissed my shoulder. “Go back to sleep.”

	Church didn’t run late. I knew when church ran, because I was usually the one who told Saint what church needed to decide before he walked into it. And the boys hadn’t had a few. I’d have heard it in his voice. My husband, who could lie to a federal agent without his pulse changing, had just lied to me in our own bed, badly, and gone to sleep with his arm around me like it cost him nothing.

	I didn’t sleep. Somewhere around four I slid out from under his arm. He didn’t stir. His phone was on the nightstand, face down, the way it lived now. I picked it up.

	The code was still our anniversary. That’s the part that got me, if you want the truth. He hadn’t even bothered to change it. He wasn’t hiding from me. He’d just stopped thinking about me enough to bother.

	Her name was Dahlia.

	I read them sitting on the bathroom floor with the door shut so the light wouldn’t wake him. I’m not going to repeat all of it. Some of it I’d like to forget and can’t. But I’ll give you the shape. Most of it was what you’d expect. Miss you already. When do I get to see you again. The ordinary, stupid words people use when they think they’ve found something new. I read those and my chest hurt and I kept going, because that’s what I do, I keep going.

	Then there was one that didn’t fit.

	So she really runs all of it? The money, the books, all of it? And his answer, three minutes later: Not for much longer.

	I read that one a few times. Not for much longer. I sat on the cold tile and felt the floor tilt, because that text wasn’t a man cheating on his wife. That was something else. A girl I’d never spoken to, who’d shown up out of nowhere the same month Marek Voss started getting comfortable by our fire, was asking my husband about my books. And my husband was telling her not for much longer.

	I put the phone back exactly where it had been, face down, square to the edge of the table, and I went and sat in the dark kitchen and did the only thing I know how to do when I’m scared. I laid it all out.

	A girl shows up the month a money man starts acting like he owns the place. The girl gets close to the new president. The girl asks about the books, and the president says not for much longer. And out on the highway, a club we’ve been at peace with for six years suddenly can’t be bothered to send one man to the fire. None of those things were about a marriage. Put them next to each other and they were all about one thing. Somebody wanted my husband’s hand on the gavel and my hands off the books. And they’d found the softest, oldest way in the world to do it. Through a man’s pride, and a man’s bed.

	I didn’t have all
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