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ONE

	Gardenia

	The Tap emptied out slow on a Tuesday, which was how I liked it. Wednesday through Saturday the place ran loud and the prospects worked the taps and I mostly counted money and broke up the kind of arguments that started over pool and ended over nothing. But Tuesday was just the regulars and the diehards and whatever brothers didn’t have anywhere better to be, and on a Tuesday I could wipe down the bar with my own two hands and listen to the swamp cooler tick and pretend, for a couple of hours, that I ran a normal business in a normal town.

	Coldwater wasn’t a normal town. It was a gas station, a feed store, two churches that hated each other, and a county road that ran north into ninety miles of sage before it hit anything you’d call a city. The Hollow Sons owned the bar, the garage next door, and most of what happened on that road, and I’d been married into all of it for nine years.

	Down at the end of the bar, past the taps, there was a stool nobody sat on. It had a strip of tape across the seat, gone gray now, that Stitch had stuck there about a week after the funeral so some drunk tourist wouldn’t park on it by accident. Nobody ever peeled the tape off. Nobody ever said why it was there, either. You just learned, if you drank at the Tap, that the third stool from the wall belonged to a dead man, and you left it be.

	I kept my eyes off it, mostly. Sixteen months and I still set a coaster down there some nights without thinking, pure muscle memory, and then I had to pick it back up and feel stupid in front of God and the swamp cooler.

	Gauge and Crow were at the pool table not playing pool, leaning on their cues and talking low. Renny was on the corner stool with her boots up on the rail, peeling the label off a beer she wasn’t drinking, waiting on me to finish so we could close out and she could get home to her own miserable bed. That was the joke between us. We both had men in this club and we both slept lousy and we’d quit pretending to each other a long time ago that those two things weren’t connected.

	The door went, and the room changed temperature before I even looked up.

	That’s the thing nobody tells you about a man like my husband. You don’t have to see him to know he’s walked in. The talk drops a notch. Gauge straightened up off his cue. Crow set his down.

	Creed crossed the floor without hurrying. He never hurried. Six-three and built like the back end of a truck, SERGEANT AT ARMS curved across the bottom of his cut, and he moved through that bar like the boards had been poured for him personally. I had a beer open before he reached the rail, because I’d been opening his beer for nine years and my hands knew the work even when the rest of me had stopped wanting to.

	He took it. Said, “Thanks.” Didn’t look at me longer than it took to wrap his hand around the bottle.

	Crow came over while I was racking glasses. He didn’t sit. He waited until Creed had drunk once and then he leaned in and said, low, “That gray truck’s back. Across from the garage again tonight, hour, maybe. Same guy.”

	Creed didn’t look up from the bottle. “Plate?”

	“Mud on it. Looked deliberate.”

	“He take pictures?”

	“Couldn’t tell from where I was sitting.”

	Creed turned the bottle a slow quarter turn on the bar, which was a thing he did when he was thinking, and the whole back half of the room was pretending not to watch him do it. “Tomorrow you and Gauge sit the garage from across the street,” he said. “He shows, you don’t touch him. Get me the plate, get me a face, bring me both. Nobody moves till I say.”

	“Yeah.”

	“Crow.” Creed finally lifted his eyes, and Crow went still the way men did when those eyes landed on them. “Nobody moves.”

	“Got it, Sarge.”

	And that was it. Crow drifted back to the pool table, the balls started clacking again like somebody’d hit play, and Creed drank his beer, and I stood behind my own bar and watched the man I married hand down a ruling over a longneck like a king in a vinyl booth. He’d settled a thing in four sentences that another man would’ve turned into a bar fight. Half the room would lie down in that county road for him. I’d seen brothers twice his age take his word like scripture.

	I tried to remember the last time he’d looked at me the way the whole club looked at him. Like I mattered. Like whatever I said next was going to be the most important thing in the room.

	“Lord,” Renny muttered, only loud enough for me, dropping her shredded label in the ashtray. “Man loves a dramatic pause.”

	I huffed something that was almost a laugh, and she squeezed my wrist on her way past, and that was the last decent thing that happened to me that night.

	— — —

	He came to bed at three.

	I knew because I was awake. I was always awake now — some piece of me that used to sleep fine just quit on me somewhere in the last year and never came back online. He didn’t turn on the light. He sat on his edge of the mattress and worked his boots off one at a time, and the bed dipped and rolled me an inch toward him the way it had ten thousand times, and ten thousand times I’d let it carry me the rest of the way over to his heat and his weight and the arm that used to come around me without either of us being awake enough to decide it. That night I caught myself on the rail of the frame and stayed where I was.

	He smelled like the garage. He always smelled like the garage — cold metal, gear oil, the bite of solvent under it all. But there was something else on him, riding up over the engine smell, and I lay there with my back to my husband and sorted it the way I’d sort a bad number in the books. Line by line. Until I had it.

	Gardenia. Or close to it. Sweet and white and floral, the kind that came in a fat pink bottle from the drugstore out on the highway. I didn’t wear it. It sat right at the edge of a name, that smell, and I left it there. I was tired. I didn’t reach.

	“Busy night?” I said, to the wall.

	A pause. The second boot hit the floor. “Garage.”

	“This late.”

	“Crank job on the Henderson truck. Wiring’s a wreck.” Flat. Even. It was the voice he used on cops and on men who owed the club money, and somewhere in the last year he’d started using it on me, and I still couldn’t tell you the day it began.

	I had the words lined up. What’s that on you. That’s not grease. Who smells like that. I held them in my mouth and I turned them over, and I thought about what it would mean if he had an answer ready for them, and what it would mean worse if he didn’t. Then I closed my teeth on the whole question and lay there and listened to my husband not sleep beside me until the window went gray.

	— — —

	 

	
TWO

	What You Do for Family

	Whit taught me to ride.

	Creed tried first, the spring after we got married, and lasted about twenty minutes before he had both hands clamped on the bars over mine and his jaw wired shut and that vein going in his temple. I climbed off and told him I’d rather stay married, thanks. Whit watched the whole thing from the fence line laughing so hard he had to sit down in the dirt. Then he got up, wiped his face, and said, “Give her here, Eli, before you put her off it for good.” He had me running figure eights in the lot behind the garage by sundown, hollering encouragement that was mostly insults, and when I finally took the bike out onto the frontage road and brought it back without dropping it, he whooped like I’d won something.

	He was four years younger than Creed and built lighter, quicker, all motion where his brother was all weight. He had their mother’s mouth, the one that hooked up at the corner like he was about to tell you something you shouldn’t laugh at. Most of the time he was. He was the only person alive who could make Creed laugh — really laugh, head back, the whole body in it — and he spent that on us like it was free.

	The Hollow Sons buried him on a Thursday in October. The whole charter rode in and three others rode in behind them, and Dutch said the words at the graveside because Creed stood up to do it and couldn’t get past the first sentence, and afterward a hundred grown men in leather stood around in the cold not knowing what to do with their hands.

	He went down on the Widowmaker.

	Everybody around here calls it that — the stretch of the county road where it drops out of the hills in one long left-hand sweep with nothing on the outside of it but air and a hundred feet of rock. It killed bikers before Whit and it’ll kill them after. The story was simple and the story was clean. He was riding home alone after dark, took the sweep too hot, and the bike got away from him. No other vehicle. No skid worth reading. A man who’d ridden that road a thousand times and didn’t ride it right once.

	That was the story. I’d told it myself, to people who asked, in the flat voice you learn for the purpose. Solo wreck. Lost it on the curve. Bad luck.

	Cora was Whit’s wife. Is. I never know which one to use and neither does anybody else, so we all just say her name and leave the verb out of it.

	We married the brothers eleven months apart. For a couple of years there it was the four of us at everything — Sunday cookouts that ran till dark, runs where the women rode in the cages behind, card games that went till the prospects fell asleep sitting up. Cora and I used to sit out on her back step with a bottle between us and talk about the men like they were weather, something you lived under and griped about and couldn’t do one thing to change. She was the first person I called the night my mother died. I was the first person she called the morning the sheriff’s deputy came to her door at five, and I drove over with my coat inside out and held her up in the doorway while she came apart in my arms.

	She was thinner now. She’d always been small, but grief had taken something off her that hadn’t come back, and when you hugged her you could feel the wings of her shoulder blades through her shirt. She kept Whit’s truck in the drive and his boots by the door and she’d quit doing about half the things that used to make her her. I took her groceries on Fridays. I sat with her when sitting was all there was. I did what you do for the woman your husband’s brother leaves behind, and I did it without once begrudging her a minute, because I loved her, and because somewhere in me I’d decided that if I could hold Cora together it meant I was holding all of us together — the whole broken shape of what the four of us used to be.

	That Thursday after the bar, Creed came through the kitchen pulling his cut on over a clean shirt. I clocked the shirt the way I clocked everything now. Clean shirt. Eight o’clock at night.

	“Where you headed?” I asked.

	“Cora’s.” He thumbed something on his phone, pocketed it. “Porch light’s been cutting out. Gonna pull the breaker apart, see what’s shorting.”

	“It’s late to be in somebody’s breaker box.”

	He stopped in the kitchen doorway. For about a second I thought he might actually turn and look at me. “She doesn’t sleep,” he said. “You know that.”

	And here’s the part I’d lie awake chewing on later, doing the books in my head at four in the morning — I did know that. I knew Cora didn’t sleep. I knew that porch light had been temperamental for a month, because she’d mentioned it to me herself. Every word out of his mouth was true. Every single piece of it checked out, and a man fixing things in his dead brother’s widow’s house is about the most decent thing there is, and I stood in my own kitchen and watched my husband leave to go do a decent thing and felt the floor go out from under me like the whole house had been built crooked on the side of a hill.

	“Tell her I’ll come by Friday,” I said.

	“I’ll tell her.”

	The door went. The bike turned over out in the dark and pulled away north, up toward her place, and I stood there in the quiet and made myself believe it. He was a good man taking care of family. I’d known it for sixteen months.

	I went on knowing it for about another three weeks.

	 

	
THREE

	Dell’s

	Creed kept a coffee can of spare bolts on the sill over the kitchen sink, and most mornings that fall I ended up standing there sorting them by size for no reason on God’s earth except that my hands wanted a job and my husband had left before light without saying goodbye.

	He used to wake me to say goodbye. Used to put his mouth on the back of my neck and his hand flat on my stomach and say something low and stupid that I’d pretend to be too far asleep to hear. I missed it so bad one of those mornings, standing at the sink with a fistful of half-inch bolts, that I had to set them down and put my hand over my mouth like I could hold the sound in with my fingers.

	I’d known this man down to the studs once. That was the part I couldn’t get over. Not that he’d gone strange on me. That I’d known him.

	I came to Coldwater the summer I turned twenty-three with a duffel bag, a split lip that was mostly healed over, and a Greyhound ticket that ran out of money before it ran out of country. Dell hired me on at the bar because his last girl had run off with a roofer and because I didn’t flinch when a drunk hollered, which Dell said was the whole and entire job description. The Hollow Sons drank there. They didn’t own the place yet, not then. They just took up the back two tables like they were paying rent on them, and the one the others watched was a young patched-in brother with knuckles like a roll of quarters who never put three words together and never once took his eyes off the door.

	I waited on those tables four months and Creed never made a single pass at me, which made him the only man in the building who hadn’t. He’d nod when I set his beer down. Sometimes a thanks. Mostly he watched the room like a man getting paid to expect the worst of it, and after a while I worked out that that was more or less the case — that some men in the club did the talking and the laughing and the deals, and one man sat by the door and made sure everybody got to keep doing it. That was Creed. He was the quiet underneath all that noise.

	Then in October the man I’d left in Reno found out where I’d landed.

	He walked into Dell’s on a Saturday with the place full, and I dropped a whole tray of glasses when I saw him in the doorway, and the bar turned at the noise. He had his church voice on, the reasonable one, the one he used right up until whatever door we were behind clicked shut. He told me to get my things. Told me he’d come an awful long way. He smiled around at the room like we were just a couple having a spat, and a few of the regulars half-bought it, because he was good, he’d always been good, that was the entire trouble with him.

	I don’t remember Creed standing up. That’s the truth of it. One second he was at the table by the door and the next he was between me and Reno — not big in a loud way, big in a way that pulled the air out of the room — and he said exactly one thing. He said, “She’s not getting her things.”

	I never learned everything that happened out in the lot. I know Dell turned the jukebox up. I know two brothers walked Reno out the side door and Creed walked out behind them, and I know that whatever got said and whatever got done out there under the one sodium light by the dumpsters, the man from Reno got in his car and drove east and I never saw him again, not once in ten years. I still meet him in a bad dream now and again. But he never came back up that road, and that was Creed.

	Here’s the part I’d give about anything to hand back to the girl I was, so she’d understand what she was being handed. When Creed came back inside, I was in the storeroom shaking so hard I couldn’t get a lid off a thing. And this man — this slab of granite who’d just walked another man out into the dark and made him gone — got down on the floor of Dell’s storeroom in front of me, knees in the spilled rock salt, and took my two hands and held them still inside his until I quit coming apart. He didn’t tell me it was all right. He didn’t tell me to settle down. He just built a little place where the shaking could stop, and he got down in it with me, and he didn’t get up until I could breathe again.

	That was the whole thing about him. The world got the granite. I got what was under it. For nine years, in the dark, behind a shut door, I was the only living soul that man ever let see the soft part of him, and I thought — God help me, I genuinely thought — that a thing like that was mine to keep.

	We married inside a year. The heat came easy; it always had, right from that storeroom floor, like the shaking had just turned itself into something else under his hands. He was a careful, greedy, slow kind of lover, the type who’d take an hour going nowhere just to feel me lose the thread of myself, and on the nights he came home wrung out and mean from whatever the club had taken out of him, I was the one place he came to set it down. He’d reach for me in the dark without a word and I’d already be turning over to meet him. Even now my body didn’t know how to do anything else. Sixteen months of cold and it still woke right up when he sat on the edge of the bed. Still rolled toward him on instinct. Still wanted him so bad some nights it made me furious enough to cry.

	That night I tried.

	I’m not proud of it. I waited up till he came in — earlier than the night before, a little past midnight, and he smelled of the garage and only the garage, or maybe I just didn’t let myself check — and when he settled onto his edge of the bed I crossed the cold strip of sheet between us before I could talk myself back out of it and laid my hand flat on his back.

	He went rigid. I felt it run through him top to bottom, like I’d set an ice cube on him instead of my palm.

	“Eli,” I said.

	“Long day, Tam.” He didn’t turn over. “Get some sleep.”

	I left my hand there a couple seconds longer than I had the pride to spare, against the warm wall of his back, the back I’d slept up against for nine years, and then I took it away. I turned over. I lay on my own cold side of my own cold bed and felt about as alone as a woman can feel with another whole body lying two feet off.

	Then his phone lit up on the nightstand.

	It was on his side, but the room was dark and the screen was bright and I saw it flare against the ceiling, one time, the way a text does. He didn’t move a muscle. I’d have put the bar’s whole register on him being awake. The light glowed and died, and out of nine years of habit — because we’d never been people who hid a phone, because for nine years his was as good as mine and mine was his — I reached across him in the dark and picked it up to see who in God’s name was texting my husband at half past twelve.

	The screen woke. A keypad. Enter Passcode. Four little empty boxes sitting there waiting on numbers I didn’t have.

	I held that lit-up rectangle over my sleeping husband’s body and tried his birthday. The boxes shivered and went empty. I tried mine. Empty. I tried Whit’s. Empty. After the third miss a gray bar slid up telling me to try again in sixty seconds, and I set the phone face-down exactly where I’d found it and lay back and stared at the ceiling where the light had been. I didn’t sleep. And somewhere up the county road my husband’s brother’s widow was or was not sleeping either, and for the first time in sixteen months I let those two thoughts lie down in the same room.

	— — —

	 

	
FOUR

	Church

	The men went into church on a Friday night with their faces shut, and the women did what the women always did, which was carry on out front like nothing was wrong while we counted, in the backs of our minds, how long the door stayed closed.

	The Hollow Sons clubhouse sat on a square of dirt at the edge of town behind a chain-link fence and a yard light that buzzed all night like something dying slow. Inside, the front room belonged to the women by long custom — Dot’s room, really, the way the church room behind the door was Dutch’s. Dot was sixty-one and had been Dutch’s old lady for forty of them and ran the front of that clubhouse like a woman who’d buried two brothers and a son and didn’t have a great deal of patience left over after that. She had a way of looking at you over the top of her reading glasses that could stop a prospect mid-lie from across the room. The young girls were scared to death of her. I’d loved her since the night before my wedding when she sat up with me and told me the one true thing anybody ever told me about this life. They’ll give you everything they’ve got, baby, she said, and it still won’t be the piece you’re after.

	That Friday there was a crockpot of something on the bar and a
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