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The Patch She Never Returned

Nora’s POV

The Tuesday case files were the hardest.

Not because the content was worse than Monday’s or Wednesday’s — they were all hard, all the time, in the specific way that work was hard when the work was women trying to find the exit from a life that had been built to not have one. Tuesday was hard because by Tuesday I had usually had enough coffee to be fully present and not enough distance from Monday to have processed it yet. Tuesday was the day I felt everything at full volume.

I sat at my desk at the Hazel Road Crisis Center and I read the Tuesday file and I felt it the way I had been trained — by Becca, by the center’s director Dr. Okafor, by three years of doing this — which was fully and then set aside. You felt it because you had to feel it to respond to it accurately. You set it aside because if you carried it home you would stop being able to come back.

The center was not large. It occupied the second floor of a building on the east side of the city that had also housed, at various points, an accountant’s practice and a yoga studio, and which still had the specific smell of both in the stairwell. We had six offices, a kitchen, and a common room that served as a waiting area on intake days. We had a director, two senior caseworkers, a counsellor who came in four days a week, two paralegals including me, and Becca, who was technically the administrative coordinator and who was in practice the person who made everything function.

I was the best crisis response paralegal they had.

This is not something I said out loud because saying it out loud would have been the kind of thing that required maintaining afterward, and what I had learned in three years of this work was that competence maintained itself most cleanly when it was not announced. I simply did the work at the standard the work required, and the standard was high, and I met it consistently, and that was the whole of it.

I was twenty-seven years old.

I knew exactly who I was and what I was worth.

These two things were not true three years ago and had cost me something significant to learn.

The Tuesday file was a woman named Petra.

Twenty-nine. Three kids under five. Her husband was a hang-around of the Steel Daggers — not patched, not formally connected, but orbiting the club’s world with the specific combination of ambition and aggression that made hang-arounds the most unpredictable category in MC-adjacent domestic situations. The club itself was not involved in Petra’s situation. The club did not know she existed. She was simply the wife of a man who spent his weekends at the Daggers’ bar and had brought home a version of that world’s permission structure.

I knew how this went.

I had lived inside a version of this world for three years and I had left it and I had spent the subsequent three years helping women navigate the architecture of it from the outside. I was useful at this specifically. Not because I had been hurt by the world — I had been hurt but the hurt was mine and not the same as Petra’s hurt — but because I understood the specific grammar of a world where loyalty was the highest value and where the definition of loyalty was controlled by the person with the most power in the room.

I understood this grammar because I had been fluent in it.

I read Petra’s file.

I wrote my notes.

I pulled the relevant legal documentation that we would need for the emergency protective order and flagged three sections that required the family law advocate’s review before filing. I was efficient. I was thorough. I was exactly the person this job required.

My phone rang.

It was on the desk to my left, face up, which was how I kept it during work hours — face up meant I could see who was calling without reaching for it, and seeing who was calling before answering was a professional habit I had developed in year one when I understood that the work produced calls at unexpected hours and that knowing the source before you picked up was the difference between ready and reactive.

I looked at the screen.

The number was one I had not deleted.

I want to be specific about this: I had not deleted it because deleting it would have required making a decision about it. Not about the person — I had made the decisions about the person, in the specific painful and systematic way I made all significant decisions, over the first year after I left. The decision about the number was different. The number was information. Deleting the number was not the same as resolving the information. I had left the number in my phone the way I left things that were unresolved — present, named, waiting for the moment when the resolution was available.

Priest Maddox.

Iron Saints MC. President.

Ghost’s father.

I looked at it for four rings.

On the fifth I answered.

His voice was not what I expected.

I had met Priest Maddox when I was twenty-one years old, the first night Ghost brought me to the compound. He had shaken my hand — not the performative handshake of a man tolerating his son’s choice, but the actual handshake of a man assessing someone and deciding they were worth assessing. He had offered me a drink and asked me two questions about where I was from and what I did and then let me be, which was its own kind of welcome in a world where a woman’s value was often determined by how useful she was to the men around her.

Priest’s voice at fifty-eight had been the voice of a man who was used to filling rooms. Not loud — authoritative in the specific way of someone who did not need volume because the room already knew it was supposed to pay attention.

This voice was not that voice.

This voice was smaller. Rougher. The voice of a man who was using what was left of something that had been significantly depleted.

He said my name. Just my name, first.

Then he said: “I need you to listen to me for a few minutes.”

I said: “I’m listening.”

He said: “I’m dying.”

He let it sit. Not dramatically — practically, the way men like Priest delivered information that needed to be received cleanly before anything else was added to it.

He said: “Cancer. Three months, maybe four. The doctors are being optimistic and I’m being realistic and the realistic number is probably closer to two.” A pause. “I’m not telling you this to make you feel something about it. I’m telling you because it’s relevant to why I’m calling.”

I sat very still at my desk with the Tuesday file open in front of me.

He said: “I’m not calling to manipulate you. I’m not calling to get you back here or to make you feel guilty for being gone. I don’t have the right to either of those things and I know it.” He breathed. The breath was the specific breath of someone for whom breathing currently cost something. “I’m calling because there is something you deserved to know three years ago and I did not tell you and I am not willing to die without telling you.”

I said: “Priest.”

He said: “Let me finish.”

I let him finish.

He said: “I’m not asking you to forgive the club. I’m not asking you to forgive my son. I’m asking you to come hear what I have to say. Once. You come, you hear it, and then you leave again if that’s what you want. I will not ask for more than that.”

The line was quiet.

I looked at my desk. Petra’s file on the left. The legal documentation I had been preparing in the centre. Three sticky notes in my own handwriting along the top of the monitor, each one a reminder of a task that needed completing before end of day.

Three women.

Three different kinds of damage.

Three different kinds of trying to survive a world that had used them and then asked them to disappear quietly when the using was done.

I said: “Does Ghost know you’re calling me?”

A long pause.

Priest said: “No.”

I said: “Does he know you’re dying?”

Another pause. Shorter this time.

He said: “He knows. He doesn’t know I called you.”

I held the phone against my ear.

I looked at Priest’s number on my screen — the number I had carried for three years in the specific state of an unresolved thing, present, named, waiting.

I said: “I’ll come on Saturday.”

I hung up.

The office was very quiet.

I sat in it for a long time without moving. Not processing what I had heard — I had heard it, I was processing it, but processing did not require movement. It required the specific stillness of someone who was receiving something large and had decided to let it arrive completely before deciding what to do with it.

I thought about Ghost.

Not the version of Ghost I had been carrying for three years, which was the version I had catalogued in the first months and then put in the correct place and then left there — the version of a man who had made a choice in a room and the choice had told me everything I needed to know about which direction the rest of my life needed to go. The actual Ghost. Thirty years old now. VP of the Iron Saints. His father’s son.

The man who had not called me.

The man I had not called.

Three years of not calling each other, and it was Priest who had picked up the phone.

I straightened. I put the phone in my bag. I turned back to Petra’s file and the legal documentation and the three sticky notes and the rest of the Tuesday work, because the Tuesday work did not stop because my past had just called from a number I had not deleted.

Then I picked up my phone again.

I called Becca.

She answered on the second ring.

I said: “I need to go back.”

A pause. Not surprise — Becca’s pause was never surprise. It was the specific pause of a woman filing information in the correct location before responding.

She said: “I know.”

A brief silence.

She said: “I’ll drive you.”
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What the Clubhouse Used to Smell Like

Ghost’s POV

The Iron Saints’ clubhouse smelled of leather and motor oil and the specific combination of a hundred Saturday nights.

I knew this the way I knew most things — not because I had catalogued it deliberately but because you absorbed the smell of a place you had lived inside long enough, and the clubhouse had been my primary address since I was seventeen years old. The smell was not unpleasant. It was the smell of the club and the club was the smell of everything I had built my life around and I was, at thirty, still entirely certain this was correct.

I was also, at thirty, entirely unable to sit comfortably in the main room of the clubhouse after eleven at night.

This was a recent development.

Recent being three years.

I worked at the bar. Not because it was the most efficient workspace — it was not, and efficiency was something I had made my primary organisational principle in the last three years because efficiency did not require you to be in the same room as your own interior life. But the bar had the right sightlines to the door and the back corridor and the prospect on duty at the gate, which meant I could manage the club’s overnight business from a single position without moving, which meant I did not have to move, which meant I did not have to choose where else to be.

The paperwork was the route transfer documentation for a run we had coming up in two weeks. The Saints did legitimate logistics — always had, Priest’s specific insistence, the particular moral geography of a man who had decided that the club would be what it was without adding to it the categories of activity that made the law a permanent condition of daily life. We moved freight. We had contracts. We had accounts. We had a spreadsheet that I maintained personally and that Priest had reviewed until his hands became unreliable and he had handed it to me with the specific directness of a man transferring authority rather than abdicating it.

Priest was dying.

I had known this for four months.

Cancer. The specific category of it that did not negotiate and did not respond to any of the interventions that were available and that had been detected late because Priest was a man who treated his own body as a resource rather than a concern. He had come to me in February with the diagnosis and the timeline and I had sat with him for forty minutes and then I had gone to my garage and I had not come out for six hours.

That was the last time I had sat with something for longer than was strictly necessary.

After that I had gone to work. I had run the club. I had managed the logistics of a man’s dying alongside the logistics of the organisation that his life had built, which was the kind of double-track management I was good at because the double-track required you to be in two places simultaneously and being in two places simultaneously meant you were not fully in either one.

I did not cheat on Nora Callahan.

This is the sentence I return to every night.

Not because returning to it resolves anything — it does not, and three years of returning to it has not made it resolve anything. I return to it because it is the true sentence and because the true sentence is the only ground I have. I did not cheat on Nora. I did not want Jade. I had never, in the two years that Jade had been peripherally present in the Saints’ world as Reeves’s younger sister, thought about her the way I had thought about Nora from the moment Nora walked into the clubhouse at twenty-one with the specific composure of a woman who was taking the measure of a room rather than asking the room to take the measure of her.

What I did was stand in the clubhouse and let a lie land without speaking.

Jade had said she was pregnant.

She had said it in my ear thirty seconds before she said it to the room — which I would not understand for eight months was not an accident but a specific tactical choice, designed to give me a reaction before she had an audience. She wanted me to react. She wanted me to move toward her. She had calculated that if I heard it first, I would do something with the hearing of it.

What I did was freeze.

For thirty seconds I stood in my own clubhouse and held information that I did not understand and did not believe and could not immediately disprove and in those thirty seconds she turned to the room and I did not stop her.

Reeves was in the room.

This is what I return to after the true sentence, every night, in the specific sequence of a man who has been running the same calculation for three years and arrives at the same answer every time. Reeves was in the room and Jade was his sister and saying this is a lie in front of Reeves required me to know it was a lie and in the thirty seconds I had I did not know anything except that the ground had shifted under my feet and I had not found my footing before the moment required me to be standing on something solid.

Thirty seconds.

The specific thirty seconds that cost everything.

Nora was gone by morning.

I had not heard her leave. This was not unusual — Nora moved through spaces the way she moved through everything, without announcement, with the specific economy of a woman who had decided long ago that making noise about your exits was a luxury you did not require. I knew she was gone when I went to find her and the room that had been hers on the compound was empty in the specific way rooms were empty when they had been left rather than just unoccupied.

I spent eight months believing Jade’s story.

Not because I was certain — I was never certain. I spent eight months in the specific uncomfortable position of a man who had no evidence either way and who had too much else to manage to dedicate himself to finding it. The club. Priest. The logistics of running something that required daily decisions. I was good at all of it and I used all of it and the using was deliberate and I understood this while I was doing it and I did it anyway.

Jade’s story collapsed in the eighth month.

It collapsed because stories built on nothing eventually collapsed under the weight of the nothing, and Jade’s story had no architecture under it — no doctor, no appointment, no morning sickness, no eventual visible pregnancy, no eventual child, and no explanation for the absence of any of these things that was not, on examination, the specific quality of an explanation that was being invented in the moment it was required.

I confronted her.

She did not apologise.

She said she had wanted me for two years. She said the only way to have me was to make Nora leave. She said this with the specific calm of a person who had done a thing and had decided, in the time since, that the thing was justified.

I looked at her for a long time.

I did not do any of the things I could feel in my hands and my jaw and the particular cold that had settled in my chest when I understood the full shape of what she had built. I was VP of the Iron Saints. There were ways I was permitted to respond to this and ways I was not and the ways I was not were the first responses available to me in that moment.

I told her to leave the territory.

She left.

I went to the garage.

Four hours.

Not six this time, not the specific sustained absence of a man who could not locate himself. Four hours of sitting in the garage with my hands on my knees and the specific arithmetic of what I had cost both of us laid out in the clean and unambiguous terms of someone who had finally been allowed to count accurately.

I had been gone three years.

Not physically — I was in this clubhouse every night, at this bar, with this paperwork. But I had been absent in the way that mattered, which was the interior way, the way Nora had needed me to be present and I had not been, and the absence had predated Jade by long enough that I was not willing to make Jade the entire story.

I should have gone to Nora when I knew.

I had not gone because going to Nora with the truth also meant
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