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PROLOGUE

	Peach. Cheap peach, the kind that comes in a bottle shaped like a grenade and costs four dollars at the gas station on Route 9. Not perfume. Not anything a woman buys for herself on purpose. The kind of scent a woman keeps in her glovebox for the mornings she doesn't have time to shower before work.

	I knew that smell. I'd smelled it every Tuesday for three years, standing in a doorway with a pot of soup burning my knuckles through a dish towel.

	I'd just never smelled it on my husband's collar before.

	He came through the kitchen door the way he always did, keys first, cut second, boots third, the whole house rearranging itself around him without him ever noticing it had to. Twenty-two years old when I met him and he already walked like the room owed him rent. Nine years married and he still hadn't learned any different.

	"Long one," he said, not a question, dropping his keys in the bowl by the toaster.

	"Roof again?"

	"Roof again." He said it flatly. Practiced flat. The kind of flat a man gets when he's said the same two words enough times that they've worn smooth as a creek stone.

	"Did you eat?"

	"Grabbed something at the gas station." He shrugged out of his cut and hung it on the back of the kitchen chair, the way he always did, like the leather deserved its own seat at the table more than I did some nights. "You didn't have to wait up."

	"I wasn't waiting up. I was closing out the register from the bar. Some of us still have a business to run."

	"I know that." A little edge in it, tired, the edge of a man who didn't want to be having even this much of a conversation. "I'm not saying you weren't busy."

	"You didn't have to say it. I heard it anyway."

	He looked at me for a second, and for one heartbeat I thought he might actually ask what was wrong with me, might actually notice that I'd gone quiet and strange in a way that had nothing to do with a long day behind a bar. He didn't. He crossed to the fridge instead, pulled out a beer, cracked it against the counter's edge out of habit even though we had a perfectly good opener in the drawer six inches from his hip.

	"You want one?" he asked.

	"No."

	"Suit yourself."

	I set his plate down anyway, because some habits outlive the reasons you built them. Meatloaf, the way his mother used to make it before the cancer took her kitchen away from her too. He ate standing at the counter, one hip against the drawer that never closed right, and I watched him chew and I thought about drywall.

	You don't get peach bodyspray on your collar fixing a roof.

	I didn't say it. Steel Scars old ladies don't say things like that out loud, not in the kitchen, not with the windows open to a street where somebody's cousin is always walking a dog past your house at exactly the wrong hour. You learn the rules before you learn the man. Rule one: you don't ask a patch holder where he spent his night. Rule two: you don't dig for wounds you can't stitch. Rule three, the one that matters most, the one nobody ever says out loud because they don't have to — you never let the other old ladies see you bleed.

	I'd followed all three for nine years. I was good at it. Ask anyone in this valley and they'll tell you Nora Boone doesn't rattle. Nora Boone counts the till at midnight with a steady hand. Nora Boone buried her husband's brother without crying in front of a single soul who wasn't blood.

	I rattled that night. Just not where anyone could see it.

	"You're quiet," he said, halfway through the plate.

	"I'm always quiet at night."

	"Not this quiet." He set his fork down. "Something happened at the bar?"

	"Nothing happened at the bar."

	"You sure?"

	"I'm sure." I picked up a dish towel and wiped a counter that didn't need wiping, just to have something to do with my hands that wasn't reaching for his collar and pressing it to my face in front of him. "How's the roof coming? Elena's roof."

	Something crossed his face, quick, gone before I could name it. "Slow. Old house. Every time I fix one thing I find two more that need it."

	"Sounds like it's taking a long time."

	"That's how old houses go." He picked his fork back up. "You want me to stop going? I can tell her to call somebody else if it's a problem."

	It was the first time he'd ever offered that, unprompted, and something about the offer itself — too fast, too easy, the kind of concession a man makes when he already knows what he's protecting — told me more than a month of silence would have.

	"Why would it be a problem," I said, keeping my voice light, testing him.

	"I don't know. You asked about it funny."

	"I asked about it because you've been going every Thursday for a year and I was making conversation with my husband. That's allowed, right? Making conversation?"

	"Of course it's allowed." He finished the plate, carried it to the sink himself, which he almost never did, another small tell I filed away without meaning to. "I'm gonna shower. Long day."

	"Okay."

	He kissed the top of my head on his way past, quick, automatic, and I stood there in the kitchen a long moment after he'd gone, listening to the pipes groan as the water came on upstairs, and made myself go do the dishes instead of doing what I wanted to do, which was follow him up those stairs and ask him straight out why he smelled like a woman who wasn't me.

	I did the dishes. I wiped the counter down twice, out of habit more than needed. I told myself the smell was smoke carried in off somebody else's fire, a stray thread of somebody else's life that had nothing to do with mine. Jax fell asleep in front of the television with the sound too low to hear and his hand curled loose around the remote, and I stood in the bathroom doorway and looked at his collar hanging over the shower rod where he'd tossed it, and I made myself go to bed instead of doing what I wanted to do, which was press my face into that fabric and confirm the thing I already knew.

	I didn't need to confirm it. I already had the map. I'd had it for months and hadn't let myself trace the roads.

	Thursday nights, gone past midnight. A leak that never got fixed no matter how many times he "fixed" it. A woman who used to call the house and ask for me and had, sometime in the last year, stopped calling at all — because there was no reason to call the wife when you'd already gotten what you needed from the husband.

	Elena.

	Devon's widow. My friend. The woman I'd carried soup to on Tuesdays for three straight years, rain or ice or the kind of grief that doesn't lift just because the calendar says it's supposed to. I'd sat on her floor at two in the morning more times than I could count, her head on my shoulder, both of us watching some reruns. Neither of us was following because the silence in that house was worse than any noise a television could make. I loved her like my own blood, the family I'd built for myself out of nothing, because nobody gave me one growing up and I was damned if I wasn't going to build one with my own two hands once I got the chance.

	She'd taken him. Not the version of him that showed up in her driveway smelling like roof tar and honest labor. The other version. The one I'd been starving for across our own dinner table for longer than I wanted to admit — the version that laughed with his whole chest, that noticed things, that showed up.

	Nobody laid a hand on anybody. I knew that much even before I asked, because I know my husband, and I know the particular cowardice of a man who wants credit for the sin he didn't commit. That's the lie they hide behind. As if a line not crossed in the dark makes the rest of it softer. As if what he gave her over three years of Thursday nights — his attention, his laugh, the parts of himself I'd been rationed like drought water — wasn't a theft with my name still on the deed.

	I lay next to him that night and listened to him breathe, slow and even, a man with nothing on his conscience keeping him up, and I thought about Devon.

	Devon Boone went down on Devil's Pass eleven months ago, a stretch of two-lane blacktop he'd ridden a thousand times, on a night with no rain and no reason. The charter buried him with full colors. Called it a tragic spill, the kind that happens to good riders on bad roads, no fault, no story, just gravel and bad luck and a curve he'd taken clean a thousand times before he didn't.

	I used to believe that. I don't anymore. Not since I started paying attention to how careful everybody's been not to talk about it since.

	Around two in the morning, unable to lie still any longer, I got up and went downstairs. I sat at the kitchen table where I'd served him meatloaf four hours earlier and I made myself think it through the way I'd thought through a bad night at the register, line by line, no shortcuts.

	I thought about the last time I'd asked Elena a real question and gotten a real answer. Months, easily. I thought about the last time she'd called the house looking for me specifically instead of texting Jax's number to ask about a leaky pipe. I thought about all the small ways a friendship starts to hollow out from the inside while still looking, from the street, exactly the way it always did.

	I know what the charter does to an old lady who steps out of line. I've watched it happen. I know the price of walking away — the friendships that die with you, the years that get erased like they never counted, the way a valley this small makes sure you feel every door that closes. I know the toll of sticking around, too, because I've been paying it in small denominations for nine years without letting myself add up the total.

	And I know a man like Jax Boone doesn't get humbled by a simple I'm sorry. He's never once in his life said those two words and meant them past the length of the sentence. He apologizes the way he negotiates — enough to close the deal, not enough to lose anything real.

	So I sat there in the dark with peach bodyspray still ghosting off his collar in the next room, and I made myself a promise instead of a scene.

	I was done waiting for the apology that was never going to cost him anything.

	Whatever came next — and something was coming, I could feel it the way you feel weather change on your knees before the sky admits it — he was going to learn the difference between being forgiven and being let off. Two entirely different debts. I intended to make sure only one of them ever got paid.

	I sat at that table until the sky outside the kitchen window started to lighten, gray first, then something almost like gold along the ridge line, and I thought about the girl I'd been at fourteen, sitting on the edge of a bed in a house that wasn't mine, learning that the surest way to keep a roof over your head was to never once let anyone see what it cost you to keep quiet. I'd built a whole life since then on the theory that silence was safe. Silence had gotten me a husband, a family, a business, a place in a valley that didn't hand those things out for free.

	Silence, I understood now, sitting at my own kitchen table with the whole shape of my marriage cracking open in the early light, had also let this happen. Had let it happen for a year, maybe longer, one quiet Thursday at a time.

	I went back upstairs before he woke up. I lay down next to him one more time, not to sleep, just to look at him — at the tattoo on his forearm he'd gotten the week we married, at the scar over his eyebrow from a bar fight in his twenties he still told like it made him a hero — and I tried to find the boy I'd fallen for inside the man currently asleep in a bed he hadn't earned the right to sleep easy in.

	I didn't find him. Not that morning.

	Somewhere down the hall a floorboard creaked under nothing at all, the house settling the way it did every night, and I lay still and let the dark keep its secrets one more hour, because morning was going to take all of mine.

	
Peach and Gravel

	Morning came in gray, the kind of light this valley specialized in, filtered through the smokestack haze that never fully lifted off the old mill even though the mill itself had been dead for a decade.

	Jax was already up. I found him at the counter, coffee in hand, cut hung over the kitchen chair like it belonged there more than any of us did.

	"You're quiet," he said.

	"I'm always quiet in the morning."

	He studied me a second too long, the way he used to when we were dating and he was still learning my face instead of assuming he already knew it. Then he let it go, because that was easier, and he always took it easier when it was on offer.

	"I'm heading to the clubhouse early," he said. "Church isn't till Wednesday but Cole wants to go over the Rutherford deal before then."

	"What's the Rutherford deal?"

	"Land out past the quarry. Nothing you need to worry about." He drained his coffee, set the mug in the sink instead of the dishwasher, another small habit I'd stopped correcting years ago because correcting it had never once changed it. "Are you working today?"

	"I work every day, Jax."

	"I meant the bar. Delia in?"

	"She's in." I poured my own coffee, kept my back to him while I did it, because I didn't trust my face yet not to give something away. "Are you going by Elena's after church?"

	The question came out before I'd fully decided to ask it, and I heard the shift in the room the second it landed — nothing dramatic, no flinching I could point to and call proof, just a half-second pause before he answered that hadn't been there a year ago.

	"Probably. The roof's still not done."

	"It's been almost a year."

	"Old houses take time." He said it the way he'd said it the night before, flat, practiced, and I understood at that moment that I'd been hearing this exact sentence, in this exact tone, for months without ever once letting myself count how many times.

	"Must be some roof."

	He looked at me then, really looked, something flickering behind his eyes that might have been guilt or might have just been irritation at being questioned before eight in the morning. "You got something you want to say to me, Nora?"

	I almost said it. I got as far as opening my mouth around the shape of the question — do you know why your collar smelled like peach bodyspray two nights ago — before I caught myself and swallowed it whole, because I still didn't have anything solid enough to survive him denying it to my face.

	"No," I said. "Just making conversation."

	"Didn't sound like a conversation. Sounded like an interrogation."

	"Then I guess we're both a little on edge this morning." I kept my voice even, kept pouring cream into my coffee like the whole exchange hadn't just cost me something. "Go to your meeting, Jax."

	He left ten minutes later, boots on the porch, engine turning over in the driveway, gone. I stood at the kitchen window and watched him ride off toward the clubhouse and thought about how easy it was, apparently, for a man to walk out a door every morning without any idea the ground under his marriage had started shifting.

	I drove to the Anchor the long way, out past the turnoff for Elena's street, and slowed without meaning to, the way you slow near an accident you already know is there. I didn't turn it down. I told myself that was restraint. Really it was fear — fear of what I'd do if I actually saw his bike parked in her driveway at eight in the morning on a day he'd sworn he was headed straight to church.

	My phone buzzed halfway to the bar. Rutherford deal running long, don't wait for dinner.

	I stared at the message a long moment before I answered. Fine.

	Three dots appeared, disappeared, appeared again, the particular rhythm of a man drafting and deleting something he wasn't sure was worth saying. Finally: Are you good?

	I'm good, I typed back, which was the first outright lie I'd told him in nine years of marriage, and I was surprised how easily it came, how smooth the letters lined up under my thumb like they'd been waiting for permission.

	I went to work instead of falling apart, because that's what nine years married into a motorcycle club teaches you — grief and rage both wait until the till's counted. The Steel Scars ran a bar off Route 9 called the Anchor, half clubhouse overflow and half honest business, and I'd managed it since year two of my marriage, back when Jax still introduced me to strangers like I was something he'd won instead of something he'd married.

	Delia was behind the bar restocking limes when I came in. She'd been pulling taps at the Anchor since before I joined this club, older than most of the patches by a decade, and she had the kind of face that had seen every version of this exact morning walk through that door.

	"You look like you slept in a ditch," she said.

	"I slept in my bed."

	"Same thing, some nights." She kept slicing. Didn't look up. "You want to talk about it or you want to pretend you don't have a face that tells on you?"

	"There's nothing to talk about."

	"Uh huh." She set the knife down, wiped her hands on her apron, and finally looked at me straight on, the way only Delia ever really did, like she'd earned the right to see past whatever I was performing. "Nora. I've known you for seven years. I've watched you smile through a broken thumb because you didn't want to worry Jax before a run. I know exactly what your face looks like when you're fine, and this ain't it."

	"It's Jax," I said finally. Three words. The most I'd let myself say to another living soul.

	"How bad."

	"I don't know yet."

	"You know," she said, not unkind, just certain. "You already know. You're just deciding how long you get to not know on purpose."

	I didn't answer that because there wasn't an answer that didn't make me smaller.

	"Is it another woman?" Delia asked, quieter now, glancing toward the door like the walls of the Anchor itself might be listening.

	I felt my throat close around the question. "I don't know for sure."

	"But you smelled something. I saw something. I felt something."

	"Peach bodyspray. On his collar. Two nights ago." Saying it out loud for the first time did something strange to my chest, like setting down a bag I hadn't realized I'd been carrying with both arms. "It's not the kind of thing I imagine, Delia. I can't imagine things."

	"No," she agreed. "You don't." She picked the knife back up, started slicing again, giving me the mercy of something to look at that wasn't her face while I fell apart a little in the middle of an empty bar at ten in the morning. "You have a guess who."

	I didn't answer right away. Some part of me still wasn't ready to say Elena's name out loud, like naming her might make the whole thing more true than it already was.

	"Whatever it is," Delia said, going back to her rag after she finished the limes, not looking at me, giving me the mercy of not having to hold anybody's eyes while she said it, "you don't have to decide tonight what you're gonna do about it. But you gotta decide soon whether you're gonna be the kind of old lady who bleeds quietly till there's nothing left, or the kind who makes somebody else feel it too."

	"How'd you decide? Back when it was your turn."

	Delia's hands stilled for just a second, the only sign that the question had landed somewhere real. "My Frank never stepped out on me, if that's what you're asking. But I watched plenty of women do this dance. The good ones, the ones who came out the other side with something left of themselves, they all did the same thing. They stopped asking quiet questions in kitchens and started asking loud ones somewhere the man couldn't just walk away from."

	"And the ones who didn't come out the other side with anything left?"

	"They kept doing what you're doing right now. Waiting for more proof, telling themselves proof would make it easier, when what proof actually does is just make the waiting longer." She looked at me sideways, something almost gentle under the bluntness. "You want my honest opinion, you already got proof. You got a smell that doesn't belong to you on a man who belongs to you. Question's not whether you know. Question's what you're gonna do now that you do."

	I thought about that the whole rest of the morning, restocking the register, wiping down booths that didn't need wiping, the particular busywork of a woman trying to outrun her own thoughts by staying physically occupied. Around noon I thought about my mother, who I barely remembered, and the string of foster placements after her that taught me early exactly what happens to people who make noise about their own pain — they get moved. Nobody keeps the loud kid. You learn to be quiet so you get to stay.

	I'd built nine years of marriage on being the kind of woman who got to stay.

	It was near close when Elena walked in.

	She came the way she always came — quiet, a little apologetic about taking up space, wearing Devon's old flannel the way she'd worn some version of his clothes every day since the funeral, like fabric could hold a person's shape long after the person was gone. She used to only wear it around the house. Lately she'd started wearing it out.

	"Hey," she said, sliding onto a stool. "You look tired."

	"Long week."

	"You're always saying that." She smiled, small and careful, the smile of a woman who'd spent a year learning how to smile again and was still rationing it out in small doses. "Can I get a coffee? Not the bar stuff. The real stuff, if Delia made a pot."

	I poured it. My hand didn't shake, which surprised me, because I'd expected it to.

	"How's the house coming," I asked, watching her face closer than I ever had before. "Jax says the roof's still not done."

	"Almost." She wrapped both hands around the mug, not quite meeting my eyes. "He's been really good about it, honestly. I don't know what I would've done without him this year."

	"He does like to be needed."

	"Doesn't he." She laughed, small, easy, no idea what the sound of it was doing to me. "You're lucky, you know. Not every man would spend that much time on his brother's widow's house. A lot of them would've dropped off a casserole and disappeared."

	"Yeah," I said, my voice coming out steadier than I felt. "Lucky."

	I looked at her while she blew across the surface of the mug — Elena Reyes Boone, widow of my husband's only brother, twenty-nine years old, going on anciently in the particular way grief ages a person from the inside where nobody can see the wear. I'd known her for seven years. I'd held her hair back the night she found out Devon wasn't coming home, sat with her on the bathroom floor while the coroner's van idled outside her house like it had all the time in the world. I loved her the way you love the family you built for yourself when the one you were born into never showed up to claim you.

	And I sat there with a dish towel in my hand and I thought: does the peach come from her purse or does it come from her skin.

	"You okay?" she asked. "You're staring."

	"Just thinking."

	"About?"

	"About how long we've known each other," I said, which wasn't a lie, exactly, just not the whole shape of the truth. "Seven years. Feels longer."

	"Feels like family," Elena said, and something in her voice cracked just slightly on the word, quick, gone before I could be sure I'd heard it at all. "You're the only person who never once made me feel like a burden this year, Nora. I hope you know that."

	"You're not a burden," I said. "You're never going to be a burden to me."

	"I mean it. When Devon died, half this valley sent flowers for three weeks and then acted like I'd caught something contagious. You were the only one who kept showing up after the casseroles stopped."

	"Somebody had to."

	"It didn't have to be you." She turned the mug slowly between her palms. "You had your own life. Your own marriage. You didn't owe me three years of Tuesdays."

	"I wanted to," I said, and it was true, even now, even with everything I suspected sitting like a stone in my chest. "You're the closest thing to a sister I ever got, Elena. I don't hand that title out easily."

	She smiled at that, real, unguarded, and for a second I saw the woman I'd loved for seven years instead of the woman I was starting to suspect had quietly taken something from me while I wasn't looking.

	"Founder's Run is next month," she said, changing the subject the way she always did when a conversation got too close to something tender. "Are you riding pillion again this year, or are you finally going to let Delia teach you how to handle your own bike?"

	"I like riding pillion."

	"You like not having to be in charge of anything for one weekend a year," she said, teasing, and it landed sharper than she meant it to, because she wasn't wrong, and because the thing I'd apparently not been in charge of, this whole past year, was considerably bigger than one weekend on the back of somebody else's motorcycle.

	"Maybe," I said. "Are you riding with anybody this year?"

	"Haven't decided." Something flickered across her face, there and gone, and she looked down into her coffee instead of at me. "Devon used to love that run. First real weekend of fall, whole charter out on the ridge road together. I don't know if I'm ready to do it without him yet."

	"You don't have to decide today."

	"No," she agreed, quiet. "I guess I don't."

	I almost told her everything right then. I got as far as opening my mouth around the shape of the whole question — do you know why my husband's collar smelled like your bodyspray two nights ago — before rule three did what rule three always does, which is close a woman's throat before her pride can get out and embarrass her in public.

	"You're not a burden," I said instead. "You never have been."

	She nodded, easy, trusting, the way you nod at someone who has never once given you a reason not to. That was the worst part. Not lying. The trusting. I'd built something with this woman that had nothing to do with the men either of us had married, three years of Tuesday soup and two-in-the-morning silences, and some part of me still wasn't ready to believe she'd spend it like pocket change.

	She left before closing, hugging me at the door the way she always did, quick and real, her chin fitting into the curve of my shoulder like it had a hundred times before.

	I smelled it then. Faint, under the coffee and the flannel and the ordinary smell of a woman who hadn't showered since morning.

	Peach.

	"Drive safe," I said, my voice somehow completely level.

	"Always do." She squeezed my hand once at the door, the way she always did, and then she was gone, taillights sweeping across the gravel lot and disappearing down Route 9.

	I stood in the doorway of the Anchor long after they vanished, the gravel lot gone silver under a moon that didn't care one way or another what it was witnessing, and I understood something I'd been circling for eleven months without letting myself land on it.

	This wasn't going to be a conversation I survived by staying quiet.

	Delia found me still standing there when she came out to lock up. "You gonna be okay to drive?"

	"I'm not driving home."

	She didn't ask where, just nodded, like she'd already guessed. "Office cot's made up. It has been for years, for nights just like this one, though I never told you that's what I kept it made up for."

	I went home first anyway. Jax was already asleep, one arm thrown over the side of the bed like he owned that too. I stood in the doorway of our bedroom and looked at him a long time — at the tattoo on his forearm he'd gotten the week we married, at the scar over his eyebrow from a bar fight in his twenties he still told like it made him a hero — and I tried to find the boy I'd fallen for inside the man currently asleep in a bed he hadn't earned the right to sleep easy in.

	I didn't find him. Not that night.

	I got a blanket from the hall closet instead and I went back to the Anchor and I lay down on that cot Delia had kept made up for exactly this kind of night, and I stared at the water-stained ceiling until the gray morning light came back around, patient as ever, indifferent to the fact that everything in my house had changed and nothing in it looked any different at all.

	Somewhere around four in the morning I gave up on sleep entirely and just lay there listening to the building settle, the old pipes ticking as they cooled, a truck downshifting out on Route 9 on its way

	
	


