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ONE

	The Party

	My hands don’t shake. In my trade that’s not a boast, it’s a license. You don’t get to put permanent lines on outlaws if your hands gossip about your nerves, and for ten years mine had kept every secret I asked them to. There wasn’t a patched man in three states who didn’t carry something of mine under his skin — a set of colors, a dead friend’s dates, a daughter’s name spelled right on the second try. I knew the Iron Vow by its skin.

	I thought that meant I knew it.

	The night of the club’s thirtieth anniversary, I worked out of the small room off the kitchen the way I did every year, because Mae Dillard books my chair every spring and Mae Dillard does not reschedule for a party. She sat with her wrist turned up to the light, forty years of kitchen steam in her knuckles, while I freshened the little sprig of rosemary I’d inked there the year Earl died. Rosemary for remembrance. Eleven springs now.

	“You’d think it’d hurt less, this thin,” she said, watching the needle.

	“It’s not the needle that hurts,” I told her, same as always. “It’s the healing that itches.”

	She snorted, same as always, and didn’t flinch once.

	Out in the main room the party was getting up on its hind legs. Thirty years of the Iron Vow MC, and Cutter’s Cross had turned out for it — brothers from two other charters, old ladies in their good boots, kids weaving through legs with stolen cake. Abel Crane stood near the wall of names with a circle around him three deep, telling the founding story the way only he could tell it, his big hands carving the road out of the air. Preacher. Sixty-some years old and he still filled a room like weather. His portrait hung in church not ten feet from where he stood, and I remember thinking, the way you think things on the last normal night of your life, that he was the only man I’d ever met who could stand next to his own legend and not come up short.

	He caught my eye over the crowd and tipped his glass to me. The president’s lady. I tipped my chin back.

	Jericho found me by the kitchen door a little after nine. Everyone in that building called him Judge — his mother had been the only other person alive entitled to Jericho, and she was twelve years gone — and he crossed the floor the way he always crossed a floor toward me, like the room had cleared out the moment he saw me in it. Ten years married to the man and he still did that. He took my jaw in one hand, careful of his rings, and put his forehead down against mine, and for a second the noise went somewhere else.

	“Happy anniversary, Mrs. Lane,” he said, low.

	“It’s the club’s anniversary.”

	“Everything good in this club has your name somewhere on it. I’m counting it.”

	That was my husband. I want that on the record before everything else goes on it. Whatever else this story has to say about Jericho Lane, the man could love you so plainly it embarrassed the whole room, and he was never once embarrassed.

	Which is why, when I pulled him into the office to ask for the one thing I’d never asked, I believed I’d get it.

	The route had come down from Preacher two weeks before. Southbound, new partners, freight that paid three times what freight pays. Judge had walked it through church on the founder’s word, and I had kept my mouth shut the way an old lady keeps her mouth shut, right up until the money started arriving too clean and too fast and the men who rode it came back not talking. My brother rode it twice. Cash, who talked the way a creek runs, came home off that route both times and went quiet for a day.

	I shut the office door behind us. The party hummed through the wall.

	“Turn it down,” I said. “Tomorrow, at the table. The southbound. Tell Preacher the Iron Vow’s out.”

	Judge leaned back against the desk and looked at me for a while. “It’s his route, Ro.”

	“It’s your gavel.” I kept my voice level. Steady hands, steady voice; it’s all one discipline. “Something’s riding under that freight that none of you have weighed, and you know it, because you come home off it quiet too. We said we’d get to the other side of this life with everything we walked in with. I’m asking you to choose that. Choose us, Jericho. One no. That’s the whole ask.”

	He didn’t answer. That was the thing about my husband — silence was where he went to be obeyed.

	“You can be his,” I said, “or you can be mine. Tonight you pick.”

	I heard it land. I watched something move behind his eyes that I took, God forgive me, for thinking.

	Then Cash knocked and stuck his head in, helmet under his arm, grinning like the party was his idea. “Sorry — Prez, sheet’s changed, I’m the late run now, solo. Somebody penciled me in this afternoon.” He said it like a joke about his own luck. My brother said everything like a joke about his own luck. He’d been doing it since he was fourteen and it was just the two of us and the luck was nothing to laugh at, and he’d never stopped, and I’d never wanted him to.

	“Ride safe,” Judge said, not looking away from me.

	Cash pointed the helmet at me on his way out. “Save me the last dance, Ro. I’ll be back before they cut the cake.” The little bell on his key fob chimed against the door frame — the bell I’d hung on his bars myself the day he patched, because you don’t buy your own bell, somebody who loves you has to gift it — and then he was gone into the noise.

	I’d give the rest of my life to have danced with him right then. Both of ours, maybe.

	I left Judge in the office with his choice. That was around nine thirty. What I did for the next hour, I’ve gone over so many times the memory’s worn smooth: I packed my kit. I ate a piece of cake with Mae. I let a prospect’s girl talk me through the script lettering she wanted, someday, when he patched. Ordinary minutes. The last ones I had.

	At half past ten I went to find my husband and hear his answer.

	The hallway to the back rooms ran behind the bar, and there were three men in it — two prospects and Whitt, who’d held the sergeant’s flash for six years and once drove four hours in a sleet storm because my heater died. All three of them found somewhere else to put their eyes. Prospects look away from an old lady out of manners. Whitt looked away like a man at a funeral.

	That’s how I knew before I knew.

	The second door on the left stood unlatched. Not closed. I have had two years to sit with that detail and there is only one honest reading of it: he wanted his answer findable.

	I pushed it open and took the room the way I take a fresh stencil, one line at a time, because that is what my mind does when it cannot afford to take a thing whole. His cut over the chair back, top rocker catching the hall light. His rings in a neat stack on the side table, the way he stacked them on our dresser every night of our marriage. A beer on the floor by the bed leg, cap still on, sweating — bought to look casual and never opened, because he had wanted to be stone sober for this. A girl’s dress across the lamp, doing the lamp’s job better than the lamp.

	Sienna. One of the hang-around girls, young, sweet enough, the kind of girl who passes through a clubhouse like weather. She saw me and grabbed for the sheet, and her face did all the things a face should do.

	His didn’t. That’s the item I keep. My husband looked at me across that room with his hands still and his eyes level, and he did not flinch, because a man doesn’t flinch at a verdict he wrote himself.

	On his bare chest, over his heart, my own linework looked back at me. Our wedding date in my hand. Eight hours I’d spent on that piece, the winter we married, his heartbeat coming up through the machine the whole time.

	“You set a clock on me tonight,” Judge said. Quiet. Sober as a judge; the road name was never a joke. “In my own house. Nobody puts a gun to my choices, Romy. Not Preacher. Not the law.” A beat. “Not even you. Now you know it.”

	There it is, written down at last, the whole reason, in his own words, and let nobody ever stand in front of me and call it anything softer than what it was: pride. Not whiskey — the cap was on the bottle. Not weakness — weakness flinches. He burned ten years to the waterline to win an argument, and the worst of it, the part I’d learn to live around like shrapnel, is that it would almost have been easier if the girl had mattered. She didn’t. That was the message. Anything would have done.

	I didn’t scream. I want that on the record too. I have heard a hundred women ask me, over the hum of the machine, what they’d have done, all of them sure they’d have burned the building down, and maybe they would have. What I did was put my hand flat on the door frame until I trusted my knees, and look at my husband the way I look at a botched piece some scratcher’s left on a walk-in — this will take years to cover — and then I walked back down that hallway with my chin up past three men who couldn’t meet my eyes, and I took my helmet off the rack, and I went out to my bike.

	The Shovelhead caught on the first kick, the way she always did for me. Cash and I built her together out of our daddy’s frame, and she had never once told me a lie.

	Out the gate, the road went two ways. Right was town, lights, people — the world. Left was the Dry Fork road, the long way home along the river, fifteen miles of nothing and nobody.

	I went left, because nobody was exactly what I wanted. Let it be written down plain: I chose the empty road so no one would see the president’s old lady cry.

	I have paid for that choice every day for two years. Because the Dry Fork road wasn’t empty that night.

	 


TWO

	The Dry Fork

	The river road runs fifteen miles with the Dry Fork on one side and nothing on the other, and I rode it the way you ride when the thing chasing you is in your own chest. Too fast through the first bends. The wind did the crying for me. Somewhere around the third mile my phone buzzed against my ribs, one long pulse and then the short one that means a voicemail, and I let it buzz, because there is no glove made that can fish a phone out at seventy and no version of my voice right then that I wanted anyone to hear.

	I’ll be answering for that the rest of my life. It was twenty to eleven. I know the time now the way you know the numbers on a stone.

	Five miles on, I stopped at the bank. Not a planned stop — my hands made the decision and signaled late. There’s a gravel pull-off above a bend where the willows come down to the water, and a path, and a flat place at the bottom where the Dry Fork goes quiet and deep. My father used to stand Cash and me on that flat place with cane poles when we were small enough to share his shadow. He died when I was nineteen and Cash was fourteen, and after that it was the two of us, and I dropped out of everything that wasn’t a paycheck and learned to hold a tattoo machine because it was the one trade in Cutter’s Cross that paid a teenager like an adult. I raised my brother on that bank, summer by summer, telling him our luck was about to turn. The Hales had one church and it was that water.

	So that’s where I went to come apart. I killed the engine up top and walked down the path in the dark with my helmet still on, like a fool, like a woman who didn’t trust the night not to look at her face.

	The spring had been a wet one. The Fork was running high and fast and louder than I’d ever heard it, and I stood on our flat place and reached for my phone to call my brother back — save me the last dance — and that’s when the headlights came over the rise.

	I stepped into the willows. I want to be honest about why, because the why is the only reason I’m alive: it wasn’t instinct for danger. It was shame. Club trucks ran that road and I was the president’s old lady with a tear-wrecked face an hour after half the hallway watched me find out, and I’d have stood in poison oak till dawn before I let a brother carry that picture of me back to the party. Pride. His sin put me on that road and mine put me in those trees. The Lanes were even, if anybody’s keeping score.

	The truck came down the pull-off slow and easy and parked beside my bike like my bike wasn’t there. Preacher’s dually. I knew it before the door opened, the way you know everything in a club by its sound — Cash’s bell had a note, the Shovelhead had a cough, and Abel Crane’s truck had a diesel rattle as familiar to me as Mae’s laugh.

	Two doors. Preacher came around the front of the hood into his own headlights, and my brother came around the back, helmet nowhere, hands loose, walking the way Cash walked into every room in his life — like the luck was finally about to turn.

	“Left the bike at the gate like you said,” Cash was saying. “You want to tell me now what couldn’t keep till church?”

	“This was your daddy’s spot.” Preacher said it warm, looking at the water. “He ever bring you out here?”

	“Every Sunday the law allowed.” My brother grinned; I heard it in his voice. “Ro and me both. She caught everything. I caught poison oak.”

	Preacher laughed, low and real, and something in me — I’ll never forgive it — eased. That’s what that man’s voice did. Thirty years of grace said in that register. He put his back to the river, and the headlights laid both their shadows out long across the flat place, and he said, “Tell me about the crates, son.”

	The night went very still inside my skin.

	“So that’s it.” Cash blew out a breath. “Yeah. Okay. The manifests are light. I load freight five days a week at the yard, Preacher — I know what four hundred pounds feels like and I know what six does, and the southbound runs six and papers four. Every time. Something’s riding under our colors that the table never voted, and the money coming back is too clean to be ours.” A pause, and then my brother’s voice came out steady in a way I’d never heard it, no joke anywhere in it, and I have never been prouder of anyone and it cost him everything. “I’m not sideways on you. I came when you called, didn’t I? But Judge hears it from me by morning. At the table, in church, the right way. That’s just what’s going to happen.”

	“I know it is,” Preacher said gently. “That’s what I was afraid of, son.”

	He was not hurried. That is the thing I testify to first whenever I testify to it in the dark of my own head: there was no anger in it, no heat, nothing you could call a struggle. A club is a body, he said — to Cash, to the river, I don’t know — sometimes you cut to keep the body living. Then two shots, close together, flat and small under the noise of the high water, and the river did not pause, and the willows did not pause, and the only thing in the valley that stopped was my brother.

	I did not scream. Both hands were over my own mouth and I was bent at the middle like the sound had gone through me instead, and my phone was a hard rectangle against my ribs and I prayed to it — be dead, be silent, be dead — and it was, it kept the faith, and twenty minutes of my brother’s voice sat inside it unheard the entire time his body cooled forty feet from me.

	Preacher worked the way he talked. Unhurried. He took the phone off Cash’s body, and the wallet, and then he stood in his own headlights and made a call, and I lay in the willow roots and listened to the story get built while the truth wasn’t cold yet.

	“It’s Abel. Listen close and then put it on the wire, gentle.” A pause for the other voice. “Cash Hale went into the safe tonight. Cleaned it. He’s south by now — left the bike so we couldn’t track him, took a car. No, no police, no club paper. Family handles family.” Another pause, longer. And then the line I have carried for two years like a coal in a closed hand: “It’ll break his sister’s heart, poor girl. She raised him better than this.”

	He sounded sad. He was sad, I think. That is the part nobody will ever want to believe.

	He backed the dually down close to the flat place and put the tailgate down and he loaded my brother the way the yard loads freight, with a tarp and care and no wasted motion, and the worst sixty seconds of my life until that point became the worst sixty seconds of my life until the next ones, because then Abel Crane stood still in the dark and listened.

	The headlights were off by then. The river ran. My bike sat up at the pull-off in plain view and I lay thirty feet from a man who had just told me exactly what family handles, and I watched the shape of him turn its head, patient as an owl, and wait for the night to confess.

	The night kept still. After a while he got in the truck, and the diesel rattle climbed the rise and was gone.

	What I did next, I did badly, and it saved my life. I went up that path on legs that didn’t answer, and I couldn’t kick the engine — the sound carries five miles down that valley and the truck was five minutes gone — so I pushed her, all four hundred pounds of my father’s frame, along the high cut of the bank toward the old culvert trail, crying in the total dark with the water roaring under me. And the wet spring that had fattened the river had eaten the bank out from under its own grass. The edge went. She went with it, and she took me partway — heat of the pipes through wet denim, the world upside down, then cold like a fist closing — and the Dry Fork swallowed my Shovelhead whole and spat me into the reeds a hundred feet down, minus a helmet, minus a phone, minus, though I didn’t know to count it yet, a name.

	I got out of the water. I have no memory of getting out of the water. I lay in the culvert with the cold doing its work and I ran it through, over and over, the way you check a stencil before the needle touches down, because a line you set wrong in this trade is set forever:

	Go to the club, and say what? The humiliated wife, an hour off the floor of her marriage, points her finger at Abel Crane on the night of his own anniversary. No body — the body was in his truck. No phone. A story with a motive stamped on its face in everybody’s mind but mine. The portrait on the wall against the word of a woman with riverweed in her hair. And the one man whose job it was to believe me had spent that same hour proving, on the record, in front of witnesses, that when it came down to Preacher or me, I was the one he’d burn.

	And Abel Crane did not leave witnesses. I’d watched him not leave one.

	Somewhere in a machine, my brother’s voice was waiting for me, and I didn’t know yet that it was all of him I had left.

	Dawn came up gray over the Fork. With it came engines — a lot of engines — and voices working both banks, and a sheriff’s boat, and a grappling line going out and coming back, out and back, patient as prayer. Somebody had found the gouge in the bank, or the helmet, or both. From the culvert I watched men I had inked with my own hands walk the waterline calling for me, and I heard my name go up and down that river all morning in the mouths of people I loved, and I lay in the dark with my dead brother’s killer’s voice still in my ears — family handles family — and I let the Dry Fork keep me.

	That was the night I died.

	 


THREE

	Two Years Gone

	Dying is easy. Any fool can do it in a night. Staying dead is a trade, like mine, and you learn it the same way — badly at first, then carefully, then so deep in the hands you stop noticing you’re doing it.

	Two years on, I was Rae Sutton, and Rae Sutton lived in a river town called Marwick two states east, in a rented room over a laundromat, and held a machine five days a week at a walk-in shop owned by a man named Bodie who’d done a little time once and considered paperwork a personality flaw. Cash money, no questions, a chair by the window. I was good. I was careful never to be too good. A tattoo is a signature — I’d have known my own linework across a crowded beach at fifty yards, and so would anyone who’d watched me work for ten years — so I spent two years forging somebody plainer. Heavier outlines. Lazier shading. I scratched on purpose, just a little, every single day. Of everything being dead has cost me, I am still surprised that one is on the list.

	But I’m getting ahead of the record. Let me put down how a woman dies properly, because I did it in three pieces, and I only understood that later.

	The first piece went into the Dry Fork with my bike.

	The second piece died eleven days after, on a ridge above the Cutter’s
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