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	For the women who stayed long enough to know the difference

	between what they lost and what they chose.

	

	

	

	"The most painful thing is losing yourself in the process of loving someone too much,

	and forgetting that you are special too."

	

	— Ernest Hemingway

	

	

	"Loyalty or die. Funny how no one mentions

	the things that can kill you from the inside."

	
CHAPTER ONE

	Forty Minutes

	MARA

	The diner opens at five-thirty, and Mara has been awake since four.

	She sits at the small table by the window in her apartment above Patsy's Kitchen, both hands wrapped around a mug that's gone lukewarm, watching the street below come slowly to life. A delivery truck. A dog walker, collar leash trailing limp because the dog keeps stopping to investigate something in the gutter. The particular grey of a Tennessee October morning that isn't quite dark and isn't quite light — just suspended, holding its breath.

	She does this most mornings. The trick to a new life, she has found, is to pay attention to the small things with the kind of focus that leaves no room for the other things. The dog. The truck. The specific weight of the mug in her palms. The way the streetlight goes from yellow to white as dawn takes it over.

	She is thirty-one years old and she is learning, piece by careful piece, how to live without the life she built.

	Downstairs, she can hear Patsy moving. The clank of a sheet pan. The industrial exhale of the coffee urns firing. Patsy Greer has been running this diner for twenty-two years — opened it when her husband left, according to the version of the story she tells when she's had a glass of wine — and she does not ask Mara many questions. This is the reason Mara took the apartment when she found it. Three months ago, she had driven out of Harlow Creek with forty minutes of silence on the I-40 ahead of her and a box of her own books in the back seat, and she had needed a place that did not ask her to explain herself. Patsy had showed her the rooms above the diner and said, *Sixty a week, negotiable if you help with the books,* and Mara had said yes before she'd even counted the windows.

	There are three windows. They face east. On clear mornings, the light comes in like something you'd be embarrassed to admit made you feel better.

	This morning is not clear. The sky has been low and grey since yesterday, and the air smells of rain the way Tennessee air does in October — not threatening, just certain. It is coming. She finishes her coffee, rinses the mug, and changes into work clothes: jeans, a flannel over a white tee, boots she bought herself two months ago because her old ones were still at the house on Ridgeline Road and she refused to go back for them.

	She has been, in these three months, methodical. Practical. She has opened a new bank account. She has taken on three small business clients — their books and invoices, nothing she couldn't do in her sleep after seven years running Calloway Auto's accounts. She has gone to Patsy's diner in the evenings and eaten dinner at the counter with the newspaper, like someone's retired aunt. She has not, yet, filed for divorce. She has not examined this particular omission too closely.

	Her phone is face-down on the counter. She turns it over at six a.m., the same way she does every morning, and looks at it the way you look at something that has bitten you before.

	Three unread texts from her sister Petra: two from last night, one from this morning. She reads them in order.

	*Petra, 11:14 pm: Just checking in. You okay?*

	*Petra, 11:47 pm: Call me tomorrow if you want to talk. No pressure. I just think about you.*

	*Petra, 6:08 am: Morning. Made that soup you like. I could bring it Saturday if you want.*

	Mara types back: *I'm fine. Saturday works. Bring the soup.* She means both sentences. Mostly.

	She is reaching for her jacket when the phone rings.

	Not a text. A call. The ringtone is generic — she stripped out all the assigned ringtones when she left, another piece of surgical self-protection — so she doesn't know who it is until she picks up and hears the voice and the voice is Rooster's.

	Calvin Briggs. VP of the Savage Saints MC. The man who has known Cade Calloway for twenty-two years and whose word, in Harlow Creek, carries almost as much weight as the club president's.

	"Mara." He says her name the way the men in that world always said it — like a full sentence. Like it contained everything he needed to communicate.

	She sits back down at the table. The dog walker has gone. The street is empty.

	"What happened," she says. Not a question.

	"He went down on the 11 outside Cookeville. Wednesday run. Came off a gravel patch. Ribs and road rash, mostly, and a head knock the hospital wants to watch for another day." A pause — Rooster has never learned to fill silences, which is one of the things she's always grudgingly respected about him. "He's going to be fine."

	She is aware, clinically, of what her body does when Rooster says *he*. Something in her chest tightens and then releases — not like relief, more like a door opening onto a room you've been standing outside of for months, dreading the view, and finding the room is still there, unchanged.

	"Why are you calling me," she says.

	"The shop accounts. The LLC. Your name's still on it, and there's a liability question from the other driver's insurance, and the hospital bill needs a co-signature from a next-of-kin or — "

	"Rooster."

	"Yeah."

	"You could have texted me the forms."

	A long pause. "I could've," he agrees.

	Outside, the first rain begins. Not dramatic — just a gentle, steady start, the way the worst things often arrive. She watches it touch the window glass and run.

	"He's not asking for you," Rooster says. "I want you to know that. He told me not to call you. I'm telling you that upfront so you know this is on me, not him."

	She doesn't say anything for a moment. She is cataloguing what she feels. She is, if nothing else, honest with herself — she has made honesty with herself the project of the last three months, painstaking and sometimes brutal.

	What she feels is this: relief that he is alive, and fury at herself for the relief, and underneath both of those, something she cannot yet name, something that has less to do with Cade Calloway and more to do with the fact that forty minutes away there is a house with her reading glasses on the nightstand and her name on the LLC and a life that kept its shape even after she broke it open.

	"I'll come sign the paperwork," she says.

	"Mara — "

	"The paperwork, Rooster. That's all." She pauses. "What hospital?"

	She writes the name on the back of her electric bill, ends the call, and sits for a moment with her hands flat on the table. The rain is steady now. The street is wet and bright and full of ordinary morning.

	She picks up her keys.

	Forty minutes. She knows this drive the way she knows her own heartbeat — every merge, every exit sign, the exact place on the I-40 where the hills open up and you can see the valley below and feel the specific pang of coming home, which is what it had always been, going back to Harlow Creek. Home.

	She doesn't let herself think about what it is now.

	She just drives.

	
CHAPTER TWO

	The Drive Back

	MARA

	The rain follows her onto the highway.

	She sets the wipers to intermittent — not quite enough, so they drag a beat late and smear the glass before the next pass — and she does not fix it because focusing on the mild annoyance is preferable to thinking too clearly about where she is going. She knows this about herself. She has always managed the unbearable by lodging herself in the manageable.

	The miles between Knoxville and Harlow Creek are familiar in the way that things are when you've driven them in both directions — not just the direction that means coming home, but the direction that means leaving. She had driven this road in the early morning three months ago with nothing in the car but the box of books and her toothbrush and her laptop and the specific numbness that follows a decision made so fast and so hard that your body hasn't caught up yet. She remembers the radio being on and then being off and then being on again, and not remembering turning it on. She remembers passing the Cookeville exit and thinking: *I could go further. I could keep going and not stop until I run out of Tennessee.* She had not. She had stopped at a gas station forty-three miles later and sat in the parking lot for twenty minutes and then gotten back on the road toward Knoxville, because forty minutes is the right distance. Far enough to breathe. Close enough to know where she stands.

	She does not turn the radio on this time.

	Instead she drives in rain-silence, and a memory comes that she does not invite and cannot stop.

	Their wedding day. Six years ago last August.

	Not the ceremony — she barely remembers the ceremony, which was small, held in the backyard of Rooster's place on a Tuesday because Cade said he didn't see the point of waiting for a Saturday. She remembers the way he'd looked at her across the circle of their people, and how she'd thought: *this is the whole of it. Right here. This is all there is.* She remembers Petra standing beside her in a yellow dress she'd bought the week before, looking like she was trying very hard not to express an opinion.

	What she remembers most vividly is after. They were in the parking lot at the Eagles Lodge where the reception was held — all concrete and string lights and the particular mix of grease and cologne and woodsmoke that meant *club event* — and she was in her dress and he was in his suit, which he wore with his cut over it because a man like Cade Calloway does not stop being a Savage Saint for a Tuesday. She remembers thinking that and finding it funny instead of alarming. She had known what she was signing. That was what she told herself. She knew the whole contract.

	His phone had rung — Rooster, some trouble at the compound — and Cade had looked at it and looked at her and she had laughed and said, *Go,* and he had caught her face in his hands, his big rough hands that smelled like motor oil even at his own wedding, and said: *You are the best thing I've ever done. I need you to know that.* And then he'd kissed her and gone.

	She had stood in the parking lot in her wedding dress and watched his taillights disappear and she had felt, startlingly, perfectly, at peace. She had loved that about him. The fact that she knew exactly who he was. The fact that there were no surprises.

	She had been twenty-five and spectacular in her certainty.

	The Harlow Creek exit comes up on her right and she takes it, the familiar turn that her hands make before her brain decides, because seven years of coming home will do that to your body. The town unspools in front of her: the gas stations, the dollar store, the elementary school with its painted hand-prints mural faded by four or five Tennessee summers. Bud's Hardware. Calloway Auto — she doesn't look; she looks; she sees one of the Hargrove brothers under a truck in the first bay and the lights on in the office and a coffee cup on the hood of a car that doesn't belong there, and she feels the specific annoyance of someone who ran a tight ship and knows what happens when she's not there to run it.

	She looks away.

	The hospital is on
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