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ONE

	The Numbers Don’t Lie

	The thing about a ledger is that it never lies, even when every man whose name is written in it does.

	Ten years of keeping the books for the Ashfall Motorcycle Club had taught me to trust a column of figures more than I trusted any voice in my life — my husband’s first among them. Men lied with their faces and their hands and their warm, easy mouths. Numbers just sat there on the page and waited for you to be brave enough to read them.

	The morning my marriage ended, a number had been wrong.

	I’d felt it the night before the way I felt everything, sideways, while my mind was busy elsewhere. Forty-two hundred dollars run through the garage as a transmission rebuild — on a truck I knew for a fact had driven off the lot three weeks earlier under its own power, no rebuild required. A small thing. The kind of small thing that, in our world, was never actually small.

	I’d planned to pull the real books that morning and run it against the cash drawer. Instead I spent two hours at the Ashford County children’s hospital luncheon in a dress that never felt like mine, holding a glass of white wine I couldn’t make myself drink, smiling at women who called me Mrs. Vance and meant it as both a courtesy and a leash.

	It was the smell of the wine that finally did it. Halfway through the silent auction my stomach turned so hard I had to set the glass down on a stranger’s table and breathe through my nose until the room stopped tilting.

	Eight weeks. That was the number I was actually carrying around that day, the one I hadn’t written in any book. Eight weeks. Two pink lines on a test I’d taken alone in the downstairs bathroom with the door locked, even though the house was empty. I was thirty-four years old and I’d spent a decade believing it would never happen for me, and now it had, and for three days I’d been turning the news over and over like a stone in my pocket, trying to decide how to tell Creed.

	I’d half made up my mind to tell him that night.

	So I left the luncheon early. I told Junie I felt off, which was true, and she pressed the back of her hand to my cheek the way she did with all of us and told me to go home and lie down. I drove the county road back toward the house with the windows down and the forty-two hundred dollars still nagging at the edge of my mind, and I thought, in a foolish, hopeful way I would spend years trying to forgive myself for, that maybe I’d tell him over dinner. That maybe a baby would be the thing that brought him back from wherever he’d been drifting these last months.

	Our house sat at the end of a gravel lane a mile from the clubhouse — close enough to belong, far enough to breathe. Creed’s truck was in the drive. That wasn’t strange. It was a Tuesday, and Tuesdays he did the garage paperwork I’d eventually redo.

	The strange part was the second car. A little gray hatchback, parked crooked behind his truck like whoever drove it hadn’t planned to stay long enough to straighten up.

	I knew that car. I’d helped pick it out.

	I sat in my own car for a moment with the engine ticking as it cooled, and I had the strangest thought, clear and cold and complete: don’t go in.

	I went in.

	The house was too quiet in the wrong way — not empty-quiet, but held-breath quiet, the quiet of a room that knows it’s being walked toward. I set my keys in the dish by the door out of ten years of habit. I crossed the kitchen. There were two glasses on the counter by the sink, and one of them wore a print of lipstick on the rim, a soft coral pink that had never once in my life been my color.

	I stood there and looked at that lipstick for what felt like a long time.

	Then I heard her laugh.

	I would have known it anywhere. I was the one who’d taught her she was allowed to make it. Tansy — nineteen and flinching at loud voices when I found her, working a double at a gas station off the interstate with a split lip she wouldn’t explain. I was the one who brought her in. Fed her. Found her a room over the diner. Told the brothers she was under my protection and watched them nod, because when it came to certain things — the things that ran the house instead of the road — my word still held. I’d taught that girl to laugh like the world wasn’t going to hit her for it.

	It was coming from upstairs. From behind our bedroom door.

	I climbed the stairs the way you walk in a dream, each one farther away than the last. The bedroom door wasn’t shut all the way. It never latched right; I’d asked Creed to fix it for two years, and he never had. One hand against the wood. The smallest push.

	And there they were.

	He had his back to the door. I’m grateful for that, even now — that I never had to watch his face do the thing it must have been doing. I saw the line of his shoulders I’d traced a thousand times in the dark. I saw the ink across them, the design I’d held a cool cloth against the night he got it. And past him, her dark hair fanned across the pillow that was mine, I saw Tansy, her eyes shut, her mouth open on that laugh I’d given her.

	I didn’t scream.

	I want you to understand that, because everyone who hears this story later seems to need me to have screamed, and I didn’t. Some part of me had already done its screaming three days ago, or three years ago, in a quiet I’d mistaken for peace. I stood in the doorway for the length of one held breath. Neither of them opened their eyes. And I understood, with the same cold clarity that had told me not to come in, that I had been invisible in that house for a very long time — and that being invisible was a thing you could survive right up until the moment it saved your life.

	I backed out of the doorway. I went down the stairs without making a sound.

	In the office I knelt at the safe behind the false drawer and spun the combination my fingers knew better than my own birthday. I didn’t take the cash, though there was cash. I took the ledger — the real one, the green cloth-bound book that held everything the clean books were built to hide — and the little drive clipped inside the front cover, where I kept the digital copy because I was careful. Because I was always careful. Because being careful was the only thing in that house that had ever been entirely mine.

	I didn’t think of it as a weapon. I want to be honest about that. I didn’t think, this will save me, or this will ruin them. I thought: this is mine. It was the only thing in ten years I had built with my own hands that no one else could touch, and I was not going to leave it behind in a house that had stopped being mine somewhere I hadn’t been paying attention.

	I packed in seven minutes. Jeans. T-shirts. The battered leather jacket I’d had since before I was anyone’s old lady. I left the dresses. I left the diamond he’d put on my hand in front of the whole club like a man planting a flag — set it in the dish by the door, next to my keys — and I felt nothing at all setting it down, which frightened me more than grief would have.

	The last thing I did was stand in the kitchen with my hand flat against my stomach.

	Eight weeks. I’d half made up my mind to tell him tonight.

	I made the rest of my mind up right there.

	Then I walked out the front door and pulled it shut behind me until I heard it catch — the one door in that house that finally, finally latched — and I got in my car, and I drove.

	I drove east out of Ashford County with the sun dropping behind me, and I didn’t cry. Not for a long time. Not until the lights of town were gone and there was nothing in the windshield but dark road and the dark shapes of mountains I didn’t know yet. My knuckles went white on the wheel. My jaw ached from holding it still.

	I cried then, finally, but not for Creed, and not for the marriage, which I understood now had been dying so slowly I’d mistaken the dying for ordinary life. I cried for the girl on the back of a motorcycle a lifetime ago who’d thought being chosen by a dangerous man was the same thing as being safe. I cried, God help me, even for Tansy. And I put one hand back against my stomach in the dark and made the only promise that mattered anymore.

	The books always balance. It was the first thing I ever learned. Every debt gets paid by someone, in the end.

	I just didn’t know yet how long the end would take — or how far it would have to come to find me.

	 

	
TWO

	Two Years Out

	Two years is long enough to build a life out of almost nothing, if you’re stubborn and you don’t sleep much.

	Marrow Creek sat at six thousand feet in a fold of mountains that held their snow into May — a town of two thousand people who minded their own business like it was a religion, which was exactly why I stayed. I hadn’t chosen it so much as run out of road in front of it. I’d driven until the money was nearly gone and the truck I’d traded my car for started knocking under the hood, and Marrow Creek was where it gave out, and I’d been too tired to call it anything but a sign.

	I bought into a failing garage on the edge of town with the last of my cash and a handshake, and inside a year I owned it outright. Mercer Auto. One bay, one lift, one stubborn woman with grease worked so deep into her knuckles it never fully came out anymore. I’d grown up around engines and spent ten years being told my place was the back office with the books, and it turned out the thing I was best at was the thing I’d never been allowed to do. Hands on metal. A problem you could actually fix. You found what was broken, you understood why, and you made it right — and the whole time you did it, nobody’s face lied to you.

	And there was Birdie.

	She was a year and a half old that October, and she had decided, sometime that spring, that her job in life was to hand me wrenches I didn’t need and narrate the weather. She had my stubborn chin and my mother’s red-gold hair, and her father’s eyes. That was the one thing I couldn’t fix — couldn’t sand down or paint over. The deep storm-gray of Creed Vance, looking up at me out of my daughter’s face every single morning. I’d made my peace with it. Mostly. Some mornings it still stopped me cold with my coffee halfway to my mouth, and I’d have to set the cup down and breathe the way I’d taught myself to breathe, and then Birdie would say ”Mama — truck,” and point at nothing, and I’d come back.

	She didn’t have his name. She had mine. Birdie Mercer, it said on every form I’d ever filled out for her. I’d reclaimed the name myself the week I landed here, shed Vance like a coat that had never fit, gone back to being the person I was before a dangerous man on a beautiful machine told me I belonged to him and I mistook that for love.

	No one in Ashford County knew she existed. That was the one number I kept off every book — the one secret I’d guard with my teeth if it came to it. I had driven into the dark one Tuesday carrying her, and I had never once looked back, and as far as the Ashfall MC and Elias Vance and the whole burning world I’d walked out of were concerned, Della Vance had simply vanished off the face of the earth.

	The green book lived in a safe-deposit box in a bank two towns over, and the drive was somewhere I’d never written down. I didn’t look at either. For two years I’d told myself I took them because they were mine, not because I might one day need them, and for two years that had even mostly been true. I kept my own books now — a small, clean business, every dollar accounted for, every column honest. I balanced them on the last day of every month at the kitchen table after Birdie went down, and there was a peace in that I could never have explained to anyone who hadn’t spent a decade laundering other men’s sins into neat black ink.

	I had friends, almost. Dot, who ran the diner and slipped Birdie pancakes shaped like bears. The retired schoolteacher next door who watched her on the days I had a car that couldn’t wait. I had a life with edges I’d drawn myself, small and cold half the year and entirely my own, and I loved it the way you love a thing you bled for.

	I should have known it couldn’t last. People like me don’t get to drive into the dark and stay gone. The dark always sends something back.

	It came on an ordinary Thursday, with the aspens gone gold up the canyon and the first real cold sliding down off the peaks.

	I was under a Subaru with a stripped oil plug, swearing at it gently so Birdie wouldn’t learn the words, when I heard it — far off at first, down the canyon road. A sound that didn’t belong in Marrow Creek. Not a delivery truck. Not a tourist’s rental. A low, uneven growl, a big V-twin running pipes that didn’t roar so much as threaten, the kind of sound that lived in the back of my teeth.

	I knew that engine.

	I’d spent two years and six hundred miles trying to forget the exact pitch of it, and my body remembered anyway — the way it remembered the line of his shoulders, the way Birdie’s gray eyes remembered a man she had never met. I came out from under that car too fast and cracked the back of my head on the frame and didn’t feel it.

	The growl drew closer. It slowed. And then it turned off the canyon road onto the gravel that led to exactly one place.

	Mine.

	I stood up in the open mouth of my own bay with a wrench in my greasy hand and my daughter humming to herself in the playpen behind me, and I watched the head of my driveway, and I waited for the past to finish arriving.

	 

	
THREE

	The Man in the Driveway

	I had maybe thirty seconds before he reached the top of the drive, and I didn’t waste one of them.

	My body moved before my mind caught up — across the bay, hands already reaching, Birdie up off the playpen mat and onto my hip with a startled little “oh” against my collarbone. She was warm and solid and she smelled like crackers and the lavender soap I bought in bulk, and for the length of one breath I cupped the back of her head and held her there like wanting it badly enough could put a wall around her.

	“Edith.” My voice came out steadier than I had any right to. The retired schoolteacher was on her porch next door, a watering can stalled in her hand, watching the gravel road the way everyone in Marrow Creek watched anything that didn’t belong. “Edith — can you take her? Just for a few minutes.”

	She didn’t ask. That was the thing I’d come to love most about this town. She set the can down, crossed her dead October lawn in her slippers, and lifted Birdie off my hip with a soft, “Come on, little bird, let’s go find the cat” — and carried my whole heart into her house and shut the door on it.

	By the time I turned around, he was killing the engine at the foot of my drive.

	The silence after a big V-twin shuts off is its own kind of loud. It rang in my ears. I picked up a shop rag and wiped the grease from my hands, slow, one finger at a time, because if I kept my hands busy he wouldn’t see them shake.

	Creed Vance swung off the bike like a man twice his age.

	That was the first thing that got me, before I could stop it. Creed had never in his life moved like anything but the most dangerous thing in the room. Now he came off the machine careful, one hand braced on the tank, and when he straightened to his full height I saw what two years had done to him. He’d always been big — all shoulders and stillness, the kind of man a room rearranged itself around. He was still big. But he’d gone lean in a way that wasn’t healthy, the skin pulled tight over a face I’d loved and hated in roughly equal measure, gray threading the dark beard, shadows under his eyes deep enough to fall into. His cut hung loose off him, the Ashfall patch, the president’s flash riding the chest. He looked like a man who’d lost a war and ridden straight off the field to find me.

	He looked at me the way you’d look at water, if you’d been crawling through a desert long enough to stop believing in it.

	“Della.”

	He said it like a prayer. Like a word he’d
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